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FOREWORD 


The purpose of this common foreword to all the volumes of the 
Addison-Wesley Series on Organization Development is twofold: (1) to 
give the reader some idea as to the origin and purpose of the series; and (2) 
to guide the reader through the content of the different books. 

The series came to be because we felt there was a growing theory and 
practice of something called “organization development,” but most 
students, colleagues, and managers knew relatively little about it. Many of 
us are highly active as O.D. consultants, but little has been written about 
what we do when we are with a client or what our underlying theory of 
consultation is. We were also acutely aware of the fact that, though there 
are common assumptions shared by most practitioners of O.D., there are 
great individual variations in the strategies and tactics employed by 
different consultants. The field is still emerging and new methods are 
constantly being invented. It seemed appropriate, therefore, not to try to 
write a single text, but to give several of the foremost theorist-practitioners 
a chance to explain their own view of O.D. and their own style of working 
with client systems. 

The authors of this series of six books represent a variety of points of 
view, but they do not exhaust the major approaches currently in use in 
O.D. There are some obvious names missing—Argyris, Tannenbaum, 
Ferguson, Bradford, Davis, Burke—to name just a few. We hope in future 
volumes of the series to get these men and others to write about their 
theory and practice. 


iii 
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The six books of this series can be described as follows: Bennis 
presents a very broad survey of the history and present practice of O.D. 
How and why did it come about, what is it, and what are some of the 
major unresolved issues in O.D.? The Beckhard volume is a systematic 
attempt to describe the various strategies and tactics employed in different 
kinds of O.D. efforts. Beckhard goes beyond his own approach and tries to 
build a general framework within which most OX), programs can be 
located. The Beckhard and Bennis volumes together give the reader an 
excellent overview of the field. 

The two volumes by Blake and Mouton and by Lawrence and Lorsch 
are somewhat more personalized statements of their particular views of 
how organizations function, how organizational excellence is to be judged, 
and how an O.D. effort can contribute to the achievement of such 
excellence. Both books focus on total organization systems and attempt to 
show how intervention in organizations leads to conctructive change and 
development. 

The volumes by Walton and Schein are written at a more specific 
level. They highlight some of the day-to-day activities of the consultant as 
he works with a client system in the context of an OX), program. Both 
deal with the process of the consultation itself. In the Walton book the 
focus is on the process by which the consultant uses himself to aid in the 
resolution of conflict. In the Schein book the idea of “process consulta¬ 
tion’’ is introduced and explained in detail. The kinds of organizational 
processes which are described in these last two volumes lie at the heart of 
OJD. efforts, but the focus of the books is on the moment-to-moment 
behavior of the consultant rather than the overall design of the O.D. 
program. 

The six books were written independently with only broad guidelines 
and minimum coordination by the editors. It was our hope and intention 
to get six very personal and unique statements, rather than a closely 
integrated set of “chapters.” We feel the amount of overlap is minimal, 
and that the books in fact complement each other very well in being 
written at different levels of generality. We hope that the reader will sense 
that the field of O.D. is converging toward common theories and practices, 
but that we are a long way from being able to produce a definitive “text” 
on the subject. 


March 1969. 


Edgar H. Schein 
Richard Beckhard 
Warren G. Bennis 



PREFACE 


This short book on Process Consultation had, in retrospect, a long history. 
I think it all began in the late 1950’s when I became exposed to Doug 
McGregor. I knew that Doug was an active and successful consultant, and I 
learned that Doug wanted his colleagues to share in the excitement which 
the consultation process brought with it. In his lectures he often spoke of 
experiences with companies, and, whenever possible, he created opportuni¬ 
ties for me and others to learn the art of influencing organizations through 
some direct intervention. 

I remember clearly a frustration I had in listening to Doug. He could 
communicate the excitement of consultation, but he could never quite 
articulate just what he personally did when he operated as a consultant. I 
always felt that the inability to write about such actions in a concrete 
manner was unfortunate in that it deprived others of important insights. I 
think I resolved at that time to write about my own consultation 
experiences, if and when I could. 

For the next five to ten years I was unable to act on my resolution. 
What brought me back to life was a sharp goad from Charles Savage who 
was visiting the Sloan School in 1967-68. He demanded to know in a 
friendly but firm way why I was “wasting my time teaching a few 
managers a little psychology when I could be writing up research results 
which would influence thousands?” This question so upset me that I went 
home and promptly wrote a ten-page paper on what my consultation 
experiences really were, why I did not think that I was just “teaching a 
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little psychology to a few managers,” and how research and theory 
interlocked with consultation. This book is essentially an elaboration of 
that ten-page paper, and I will forever be grateful to Charlie Savage for 
providing the impetus to get it out of my system. 

My intentions are twofold: (1) to present the reader with those ideas 
from social psychology which I have found most useful in my consultation 
experiences; and (2) to give a personal and detailed statement of what I do 
when I consult. I am not trying to build a new theory or to document a 
position with research findings. My goals are more personal, and I suspect 
the reader will find his own evidence that, like any human being, I lack 
self-insight in certain crucial areas. If such lack of insight has led me into 
inconsistencies or fallacies in logic, I beg the reader’s indulgence. Perhaps 
this book will lead others to point out these flaws and to expose their own 
theories and practice, thus moving the whole enterprise of consultation 
and organization development a step forward. 

I am most grateful to my various clients for the challenge, 
excitement, and fun they have provided me by letting me help them with 
their various organizational and interpersonal dilemmas. To preserve their 
privacy I cannot name them individually, but I thank them collectively. 
The examples I present in my text are deliberately chosen to be a mixture 
of experiences drawn from various private and public organizations. The 
anonymity of each client is thus preserved, but I have reported the essence 
of the experiences as faithfully as I am able. 

I am also grateful to my colleagues from whom I have learned much 
about the art of consultation—particularly Richard Beckhard, Warren 
Bennis, and Chris Argyris. The field of consultation requires constant 
innovation, and these men have been a never-ending source of new ideas 
and new practices. 

My wife deserves thanks, as usual, for providing the supportive home 
climate which made it possible to think and write. Finally, I would like to 
thank my secretary, Linda Whitehead, for her efforts in typing, organizing, 
and generally supervising the difficult chore of producing, the final 
manuscript. 


Cambridge, Mass, 
January 1969 


Edgar H. Schein 
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PARTI 

DIAGNOSIS 


Part 1 of this book describes in considerable detail the human processes 
in organizations, in order to bring out the kinds of things the process 
consultant focuses on when he attempts to understand what is going 
on in the organization. In Part 2 we will shift the focus of analysis 
away from diagnosis toward the kinds of intervention which the process 
consultant makes. Without an understanding of the diagnostic process, 
however, these interventions will not make sense. Therefore, the reader 
who is not familiar with interpersonal and group theory should first read 
Part 1. On the other hand, the reader who is familiar with concepts of 
communication, group process, leadership, and the like, can skip 
immediately to Part 2. 



NTRODUCTION 


his book is about a special kind of consultation which I am calling 
Yocess Consultation (P-C)—what it is, and what role it plays in 
Tganizational development (OD). 

In focusing upon process consultation I will be looking at one of the 
:ey activities which goes on at the beginning of (and throughout) any OD 
ffort. OD is a planned organization-wide kind of program, but its 
:omponent parts are usually activities which the consultant carries out 
ith individuals or small groups. This volume will focus on these kinds of 
ctivities and therefore will deal primarily with interpersonal and group 
vents. I will not try to give an overview of OD programs as a whole, but 
ill focus on the process by which the consultant builds readiness for OD 
rograms, actually conducts training as part of the OD effort, and works 
;ith the key individuals of an organization as part of an OD program. 

The field of consultation has grown remarkably in recent years, yet 
jrprisingly little has been written about it. What does a consultant do for 
n organization and how does he do it? Does he provide expert 
aformation, help to diagnose complex problems, give managers support 
nd comfort, listen and provide counsel, solve organizational problems, 
■elp managers to implement difficult or unpopular decisions, or some or 
11 of these? 

Seymour Titles has stated in his analysis of the consultation process 
iiat unless the manager knows what he is looking for in a consulting 
elationship, he is likely to be sorely disappointed (Titles, 1961). The 
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manager’s real problem, however, often is that he does not know what he 
is looking for, and, indeed should not really be expected to know. All he 
knows is that something is not right. An important part of the 
consultation process is to help the manager or the organization define 
what the problem is, and only then, decide what further kind of help is 
needed. 

Managers often sense that all is not well or that things could be 
better, and yet do not have the tools with which to translate their vague 
feelings into concrete action steps. The kind of consultation I will attempt 
to describe in this book deals with problems of this sort. Process 
consultation does not assume that the manager or the organization knows 
what is wrong, or what is needed, or what the consultant should do. All 
that is required for the process to begin constructively is some intent on 
the part of someone in the organization to improve the way things are 
going. The consultation process itself then helps the manager to define 
diagnostic steps which lead ultimately to action programs or concrete 
changes. 

Process consultation is a difficult concept to describe simply and 
clearly. It does not lend itself to a simple definition to be followed by a 
few illustrations. Instead, I will try first to give some perspective by 
contrasting P-C with more traditional consultation models. Then I will 
provide some historical perspective, to indicate why P-C is an increasingly 
relevant activity in today’s organizational world and why it is particularly 
relevant to OD efforts. Finally, I will devote the bulk of this volume to the 
actual procedure of P-C: what the consultant looks for, how the process 
starts, how a relationship is developed with the client, what kinds of 
interventions are made, how the process is evaluated, and how it is 
terminated. 

In discussing each of these topics, I will draw as much as possible on 
concrete examples from my own experience, and will try to highlight the 
assumptions the consultant makes, the criteria by which he decides to 
choose various alternatives available to him, and the kinds of dilemma he 
faces in trying to be maximally helpful to the organization. 


HOW IS PROCESS CONSULTATION 
DIFFERENT FROM OTHER CONSULTATION? 

We do not have in the field of management a neat typology of 
consultation processes, but a few models can be identified from the 
literature (e.g. Tilles, 1961; Aigyris, 1961; Daccord, 1967) and from my 
wn experience in watching consultants work. 
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The Purchase Model 

The most prevalent model of consultation is certainly the “purchase of 
expert information or an expert service.” The buyer, an individual 
manager or some group in the organization, defines a need—something he 
wishes to know or some activity he wishes carried out—and, if he doesn’t 
feel the organization itself has the time or capability, he will look to a 
consultant to fill the need. For example: (1) A manager may wish to know 
how a particular group of consumers feel, or how to design a plant 
efficiently, or how to design an accounting system which fully utilizes a 
computer’s capability. (2) The manager may wish to find out how he 
could more effectively organize some group. This would require some 
surveying of their activities, attitudes, and work habits. (3) A manager may 
wish to institute a morale survey procedure for his production units, or an 
analysis of the quality of some complex product. In the first of the above 
examples, the manager desires information; in the latter two examples, he 
wishes to purchase a service from the consultant. In each of these cases 
there is an assumption that the manager knows what kind of information 
or what kind of service he is looking for. The success of the consultation 
then depends upon: 

1. whether the manager has correctly diagnosed his own needs; 

2. whether he has correctly communicated these needs to the con¬ 
sultant; 

3. whether he has accurately assessed the capability of the consultant to 
provide the right kind of information or service; and 

4. whether he has thought through the consequences of having the 
consultant gather information, and/or the consequences of imple¬ 
menting changes which may be recommended by the consultant. 

The frequent dissatisfaction voiced by managers with the quality of the 
services they feel they receive from their consultants is easily explainable 
when one considers how many things have to go right for the purchase 
model to work. 

Process consultation, in contrast, involves the manager and the 
consultant in a period of joint diagnosis. The process consultant is willing 
to come into an organization without a clear mission or clear need, 
because of an underlying assumption that most organizations could 
probably be more effective than they are if they could identify what 
processes (work flow, interpersonal relations, communications, intergroup 
relations, etc.) need improvement. A closely related assumption is that no 
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organizational form is perfect, that every organizational form has strengths 
and weaknesses. The process consultant would urge any manager with 
whom he is working not to leap into an action program, particularly if it 
involves any kind of changes in organizational structure, until the 
organization itself has done a thorough diagnosis and assessment of the 
strengths and weaknesses of the present structure. 

The importance of joint diagnosis derives from the fact that the 
consultant can seldom learn enough about the organization to really know 
what a better course of action would be for that particular group of people 
with their particular sets of traditions, styles, and personalities. However, 
the consultant can help the manager to become a sufficiently good 
diagnostician himself, and can provide enough alternatives, to enable the 
manager to solve the problem. This last point highlights another 
assumption underlying P-C: problems will stay solved longer and be solved 
more effectively if the organization solves its own problems; the 
consultant has a role in teaching diagnostic and problem-solving skills, but 
he should not work on the actual concrete problem himself. 

The Doctor-Patient Model 

Another traditionally popular model of consultation is that of doctor- 
patient. One or more executives in the organization decide to bring in a 
consultant or team of consultants to “look them over,” much as a patient 
might go to his doctor for an annual physical. The consultants are 
supposed to find out what is wrong with which part of the organization, 
and then, like a physician, recommend a program of therapy. Often the 
manager singles out some unit of the organization where he is having 
difficulty or where performance has fallen off, and asks the consultant to 
determine “what is wrong with our-department.” 

As most readers will recognize from their own experience, in spite of 
the popularity of this model it is fraught with difficulties. One of the most 
obvious difficulties is that the organizational unit which is defined as the 
patient may be reluctant to reveal the kinds of information which the 
consultant is likely to need in order to make his diagnosis. In fact, it is 
quite predictable that on questionnaires and in interviews systematic 
distortions will occur. The direction of distortion will depend upon the 
company climate. If the climate is one of mistrust and insecurity, the 
respondent is likely to hide any damaging information from the consultant 
because he fears that his boss will punish him for revealing problems; if the 
climate is one of high trust, the respondent is likely to view contact with 
the consultant as an opportunity to gripe, leading to exaggeration of 
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problems. Unless the consultant spends considerable time observing the 
department, he is not likely to get an accurate picture. 

An equally great difficulty in the doctor-patient model is that the 
patient is sometimes unwilling to believe the diagnosis or accept the 
prescription offered by the consultant. I suspect most companies have 
drawers full of reports by consultants, each loaded with diagnoses and 
recommendations which are either not understood or not accepted by the 
“patient.” What is wrong, of course, is that the doctor, the consultant, has 
not built up a common diagnostic frame of reference with the patient, his 
client. If the consultant does all the diagnosis while the client-manager 
waits passively for a prescription, it is predictable that a communication 
gulf will arise which will make the prescription seem irrelevant and/or 
unpalatable. 

Process consultation, in contrast, focuses on joint diagnosis and the 
passing on to the client of diagnostic skills. The consultant may recognize 
early in his work what some of the problems are in the organization and 
how they might be solved. He does not advance them prematurely, 
however, for two reasons. One, he may be wrong and may damage his 
relationship with the client by a hasty diagnosis which turns out to be 
wrong. Two, he recognizes that even if he is right, the client is likely to be 
defensive, to not listen to the diagnosis, to misunderstand what the 
consultant is saying, and to argue with it. 

It is a key assumption underlying P-C that the client must learn to see 
the problem for himself, to share in the diagnosis, and to be actively 
involved in generating a remedy. The process consultant may play a key 
role in helping to sharpen the di^osis and in providing alternative 
remedies which may not have occurred to the client. But he encourages 
the client to make the ultimate decision as to what remedy to apply. 
Again, the consultant does this on the assumption that if he teaches the 
client to diagnose and remedy situations, problems will be solved more 
permanently and the client will be able to solve new problems as they 
arise. 

It should be emphasized that the process consultant may or may not 
be expert in solving the particular problem which is uncovered. The 
important point in P-C is that such expertise is less relevant than are the 
skills of involving the client in self-diagnosis and helping him to find a 
remedy which fits his particular situation and his unique set of needs. The 
process consultant must be an expert in how to diagnose and how to 
develop a helping relationship. He does not need to be an expert on 
production, marketing, finance, and the like. If problems are uncovered in 
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specific areas like these, the process consultant would help the client to 
find an expert resource in those areas, but he would also help the client to 
think through how best to get help from such an expert. 

ASSUMPTIONS UNDERLYING PROCESS CONSULTATION 

Let me pull together here the assumptions stated thus far. I have said that 
P-C assumes that: 

1. Managers often do not know what is wrong and need special help in 
diagnosing what their problems actually are. 

2. Managers often do not know what kinds of help consultants can give 
to them; they need to be helped to know what kind of help to seek. 

3. Most managers have a constructive intent to improve things but need 
help in identifying what to improve and how to improve it. 

4. Most organizations can be more effective if they learn to diagnose 
their own strengths and weaknesses. No organizational form is 
perfect; hence every form of organization will have some weaknesses 
for which compensatory mechanisms need to be found. 

5. A consultant could probably not, without exhaustive and time-con¬ 
suming study, learn enough about the culture of the organization to 
suggest reliable new courses of action. Therefore, he must work 
jointly with members of the organization who do know the culture 
intimately from having lived within it. 

6. The client must learn to see the problem for himself, to share in the 
diagnosis, and to be actively involved in generating a remedy. One of 
the process consultant’s roles is to provide new and challenging 
alternatives for the client to consider. Decision-making about these 
alternatives must, however, remain in the hands of the client. 

7. It is of prime importance that the process consultant be expert in 
how to diagnose and how to establish effective helping relationships 
with clients. Effective P-C involves the passing on of both these skills. 

DEFINITION OF PROCESS CONSULTATION 

With these assumptions in mind, we can attempt to formulate a more 
•precise definition of P-C, 
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P-C is a set of activities on the part of the consultant which help the 
client to perceive, understand, and act upon process events which 
occur in the client's environment 

The process consultant seeks to give the client ‘‘insight” into what is 
going on around him, within him, and between him and other people. The 
events to be observed and learned from are primarily the various human 
actions which occur in the normal flow of work, in the conduct of 
meetings, and in formal or informal encounters between members of the 
organization. Of particular relevance are the client’s own actions and their 
impact on other people. 

It should be noted that this definition brings in several new concepts 
and assumptions, relating in general to what one looks for in making one’s 
diagnosis. The important elements to study in an organization are the 
human processes which occur. A good diagnosis of an organizational 
problem may go beyond an analysis of such processes but it cannot afford 
to ignore them. By implication, the process consultant is primarily an 
expert on processes at the individual, interpersonal, and intergroup levels. 
His expertise may go beyond these areas, but it must at the minimum 
include them. Improvement in organizational effectiveness will occur 
through effective problem finding in the human process area, which in 
turn win depend upon the ability of managers to learn diagnostic skiUs 
through exposure to PO. 

I am not contending that focusing on human processes is the only 
path to increasing organizational effectiveness. Obviously there is room in 
most organizations for improved production, financial, marketing, and 
other processes. I am arguing, however, that the various functions which 
make up an organization are always mediated by the interactions of 
people, so that the organization can never escape its human processes 
(Schein, 1965)r As long as organizations are networks of people, there will 
be processes occurring between them. Therefore, it is obvious that the 
better understood and better diagnosed these processes are, the greater will 
be the chances of finding solutions to technical problems which will be 
accepted and used by the members of the organization. 



2 

HUMAN PROCESSES IN ORGANIZATIONS: AN OVERVIEW 


In my book Organizational Psychology (1965), I stated that a new field 
typically develops around a set of new concepts-tbmbined with some 
techniques for stud 3 dng these concepts. Thus organizations became a focus 
of inquiry for psychologists as tools were developed for studying 
organizations. A similar argument can be made for the study qfi-;human 
processes in organization—it has developed in direct relation to our ability 
to observe and do research on individual, interpersonal, and intergroup 
phenomena. 


STRUCTURE VS. PROCESS 

Early studies of organization were dominated by the “scientific manage¬ 
ment” school of thought leading to an almost exclusive preoccupation 
with the “structural” or static elements of organization: What is the 
correct division of labor? Who should have which responsibilities? Should 
the production department report directly to the president or through a 
product organization involving other functions? What is the right span of 
control? How many levels should there be in the hierarchy? and so on. This 
concern for organizational statics is understandable and appropriate 
because organizations are open systems which exist in an uncertain 
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vironment. In order to survive as organizations they must conserve 
ability in the face of recurring disintegrative pressures from the 
vironment. Just as total societies develop a social structure, laws, 
aditions, and culture as a way of stabilizing themselves, so organizations 
;velop and must conserve their structures and culture. 

The appeal of the structural approach can readily be seen in the field 
■ consultation. Management consulting firms are often brought in to 
:amine the existing management structure and to recommend alternate 
rms which are presumed to be more effective for achieving organiza- 
^nal goals (Daniel, 1966). If the recommendations are acted upon, 
porting relations are likely to be changed, departments are likely to be 
.ased out or moved, and other similar drastic alterations made. The 
.rsonalities of individual managers are taken into account in the 
agnostic process, but these also tend to be viewed structurally as static 
^tors to be considered in designing the new structure. 

The problem with this approach is not that it is wrong but that it is 
complete. The network of positions and roles which define the formal 
ganizational structure is occupied by people, and those people in varying 
sgrees put their own personalities into getting their job done. The effect 
' this is not only that each role occupant has a certain style of doing his 
□rk, but that he has certain patterns of relating to other people in the 
ganization. These patterns become structured, and out of such patterns 
’se traditions which govern the way members of the organization relate 
' each other. 

Such traditions cannot be inferred or deciphered from knowing only 
e formal organizational relations; it is therefore doubtful that they can 
) changed by changing only the formal structure. I believe that the 
nsultant must also examine the processes which occur between people as 
way of understanding the informal relationships, the traditions, and the 
ilture which surrounds the structure. 

To put the issue another way, the roles which people occupy partly 
.termine how they will behave. It is important to have the right structure 
• roles for effective organizational performance, but at the same time, 
jople’s personalities, perceptions, and experiences also determine how 
Ley will behave in their roles and how they will relate to others. 

Only if these relationships among the role occupants are working 
loothly can organizational effectiveness be ensured. If the consultant is 
terested in organization improvement, he must therefore study the 
ocesses which occur between people and groups. 
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SOME HISTORICAL ROOTS OF PROCESS CONSULTATION 

The study of organizational processes has several historical roots. One of 
these roots is the field of group dynamics as developed originally under the 
leadership of Kurt Lewin. A second root was the development of 
techniques of studying group process, such as those developed by Chappie 
(1940) in anthropology, Bales (1950) in sociology, and Carter et aL (1951) 
in psychology. 

The classical experiments by White and Lippitt (1953) on the effects 
of different kinds of leadership showed that group productivity and 
morale were very much affected by the leadership style of the formal 
leader. Bales (1950) in his extensive and detailed analyses of small-group 
problem-solving showed that groups developed certain patterns of behavior 
which were quite predictable. For example, two kinds of leader tended to 
emerge: a task leader, who helps the group do its job, and a “socio-emo- 
tional” leader, who helps maintain good relations among members. Only 
rarely were these two leaders the same person in the groups studied. 
Qearly it was possible to study the process events occurring in a group in a 
reliable manner, and clearly this paid off in finding nonobvious regularities 
in such behavior. 

A third, and closely related, historical root was the development of 
group-dynamics training methods associated with the National Training 
Laboratories (Bradford et aL, 1965; Schein and Bennis, 1965). Deriving 
from Lewinian concepts of action-research, a technology of group 
observation and intervention in group processes has been developed over 
the last twenty years. This approach represents the most important 
historical precursor to P-C, in that most of the assumptions which P-C 
makes in relation to working with an organization are derived of 
assumptions which “trainers” make in working with laboratory-training 
groups. For example, the trainer sees himself not as a teacher or an expert, 
but as someone who helps group members to discover what kinds of events 
are occurring in the group and what effects such events are having on 
themselves and other members. 

A fourth root is the study of group relations and interpersonal 
processes in industrial organizations. Originating in the work of Mayo, 
Rocthlisberger, and Dickson, carried forward by Arensberg, Whyte, 
Homans, and others who studied the “informal” organization in industry' 
and taken to the management ranks in works such as Melville Dalton’s 
(1959), these studies showed that how people actually relate to each other 
bears only a limited relation to how the formal organizational structure 
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says they should behave. These studies, more than any others, illustrate 
the need to study human processes in organizations by actual observation 
rather than to accept at face value what people say in interviews or on 
questionnaires. 

Finally, an important root has been the work of Muzapher Sherif 
(1961) who showed that regularities could be demonstrated not only 
within small groups but also between groups, and thus opened up the 
whole area of intergroup relations. For example, the behavior and feelings 
of people when they are in intergroup win-lose competition are suf¬ 
ficiently regular and predictable that one can readily create laboratory 
demonstrations from the original experiments (Blake andMouton, 1961). 

As can be seen, process consultation is anchored deeply in social 
psychology, sociology, and anthropology. Good diagnosis of the sort 
which jP-C calls for, therefore, cannot be achieved without a working 
knowledge of what these disciplines have contributed to the understanding 
of organizational phenomena. The imderstanding and analysis of human 
processes in organizations requires not merely an attitude or a decision to 
focus on such processes, but also a good deal of technical skill and a 
knowledge of what to look for, how to look for it, and how to interpret it. 
Helping an organization to do its own diagnosis and to solve its own 
problems requires additional skills which are derived primarily from 
laboratory-training experience and actual consultation experience. 


TYPES OF HUMAN PROCESSES IN ORGANIZATIONS 

So far I have been speaking of human processes in organizations only in 
general terms. What specifically are such processes and how do they relate 
to OD? In the next six chapters I will describe in detail those kinds of 
processes which I consider to be most crucial for effective organization 
performance: (1) communication; (2) member roles and functions in 
groups; (3) group problem-solving and decision-making; (4) group norms 
and group growth; (5) leadership and authority; and (6) intergroup 
cooperation and competition. 

The processes to be described are not intended to be an exhaustive 
treatment of interpersonal, group, and organizational process. Instead, I 
have tried to select those processes to which I find myself most often 
directing my efforts when I am in the consultant role. Also, I shall not 
attempt here a thorough treatment of the research relevant to the 
processes I will describe. Instead, I shall try to put each set of concepts 
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into a language which not only makes sense to me but which com¬ 
municates well to the layman. 

In the consultant role I have often found it necessary to translate 
difficult psychological ideas into simple formulations. In that process one 
sometimes has to sacrifice rigor, but as long as one knows what the 
underlying theory and research findings are, it is worth while to translate 
concepts into something the client can understand and deal with. One of 
the reasons why the layman should be cautious in using the kind of 
consultation process I am describing is that he is less likely than the expert 
to be aware of the degree to which the simple formulations of 
interpersonal and group process distort the underlying theory and research 
findings, and therefore less able to compensate for whatever distortion is 
introduced in the service of better communication. 

Since the focus is first to be on the diagnosis of process events, I will 
draw on observations made during consultation work with various clients. 
(How I came to be in the group, how I made contact and set goals with the 
client, and how I chose an intervention strategy will be treated in detail in 
Part 2 of this book.) This choice of sequence is based on the assumption 
that it is important to understand initially how the process consultant 
views his client system and what things he looks for. Having gained some 
insight into organizational processes, the layman can then understand more 
easily how the process consultant defines his role and works with his client. 

Most of the illustrations which will be given come from my work 
with groups of various sorts. This fact should not be taken to imply that 
working on interpersonal events in groups is the same thing as OD. Rather, 
the work of the process consultant with groups in the organization can be 
thought of as one key step in an OD program. Often it is the/zr^r step, in 
that it brings to managers an awareness of process, which in turn makes it 
possible for them to think in more developmental terms. Equally often it 
is a necessary step in the middle of an OD program in building strength 
and linking together individuals from different functions. 

How is a team built or strengthened? How are intergroup relations 
improved? How does the OD specialist implement his strategies? Most often 
the answer to all of these questions is “by a variety of P-C efforts.” In 
explicating P-C in detail, therefore, I am trying to expose some of the 
day-to-day events that may occur as part of an OD effort. 

To recap, the key to Process Consultation is the combination of skill 
in (1) establishing a helping relationship; (2) knowing what kinds of 
processes to look for in organizations; and (3) intervening in such a way 
that organizational processes are improved. 



OMMUNICATION PROCESSES 


ne of the most important processes in organizations, and one of the 
5iest to observe, is how the members communicate with each other, 
irticularly in face-to-face situations. Many formulations of communica- 
3n depict it as a simple problem of transfer of information from one 
srson to another. But, as all of us know, the process is anything but 
nple, and the information transferred is often highly variable and highly 
mplex. We communicate facts, feelings, perceptions, innuendos, and 
rious other things all in the same “simple” message. We communicate 
)t only through the spoken and written word but through gesture, 
lysical posture, tone of voice, timing of when we speak, what we do not 
y, and so on. The present chapter will attempt to start with simple 
)servables about conunxmication and then will move into “deeper,” less 
)servable communication processes. 

HO COMMUNICATES? HOW OFTEN? FOR HOW LONG? 

le easiest analysis of communication is to focus only on the relative 
zquency and duration of communication acts. Thus, if the observer 
Lshes to study the communication behavior of a group or committee, he 
n list the names of all the members and put a check mark next to a name 
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each time that person says something. He can measure duration by putting 
down a checkmark every few seconds as long as the speaker continues. 

After some period of time the chart can be summarized to show who 
has talked, how often, and how much of the total available time he has 
used. One can also determine who used short communications and who 
spoke for long periods. If one wanted to analyze written communications, 
an analogous chart could be set up to determine who sends, how often he 
sends, and how long the message. 

I have deliberately ignored things like the content of the message, in 
order to illustrate that even very simple things can be observed and learned 
from. For example, in my experience both in training groups and in 
meetings, a frequent occurrence is that one or more “quiet” members are 
accused by the more vocal ones of not contributing their thoughts to the 
discussion. In many instances I have heard the “quiet” members deny this 
accusation, saying that they had been talking but that apparently no one 
had been listening to them. To help the group focus on this kind of issue, 
it can be extremely valuable to have a record of how many times each 
person actually spoke relative to other persons. In most instances of this 
sort, I have found that the “silent” member is quite right; he had spoken 
several times but others had stereotyped him as silent and hence not heard 
what he had to say. Once the facts are recognized, it is possible to move on 
to the more important issue of why it is that some members are listened to 
more than others. 

It should be noted that the process consultant helps the group by 
gathering data, but when and how he uses these data will depend very 
much on his judgment of how ready the group is to look at its own 
process. The key assumption always is that the group or the individual 
manager who is the client must collaborate in formulating the diagnosis. 
Therefore nothing is gained by a premature feedback of data which will be 
either ignored or resisted. 

Even though the consultant may have made extensive analysis of the 
group’s communication patterns, he may withhold all of the data untfl 
such time as he senses that the group is ready. Furthermore, sensing when 
the group is ready calls for a complex judgment based on other 
observations which I will describe below. The consultant cannot treat a 
simple request as equivalent to being ready. All too often I have had a 
group ask me for my observations of the group’s process, only to find once 
I began to share these observations, that the group had trapped me into a 
position where I could be neutralized by being shown by some members 
how “wrong” my observations were. 
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WHO COMMUNICATES TO WHOM? 

The next level of complexity of observation would be to determine who 
talks or writes to whom. Such observation is not difficult with wntten 
communications if they are addressed, but it can be quite tricky in a group 
situation since people often are not very explicit about whom they are 
directing themselves to. The observer may have to watch the speaker’s eyes 
to see whom he is looking at when he is talking, or he may observe bodily 
posture for similar cues. These observations, like the previous set, could be 
recorded in a matrix where all the members are listed on both the 
horizontal and vertical axis and a check mark is made in the appropriate 
cell of the matrix. Alternatively, the method could extend the previous 
one by simply listing for each communication who the speaker and who 
the recipients were. 

This level of communication analysis can reveal a number of 
processes. For example, if one tracks who speaks to whom fairly carefully, 
one quickly discovers that some members talk to the whole group, some 
talk to the ceiling or floor, and some members have favorite audiences. 
Having identified, for example, the fact that Joe tends mostly to direct his 
comments at Pete, the question arises as to why this occurs, leading to a 
next level of observation of their behavior. At this next level it may turn 
out that Joe talks mostly to Pete because the latter tends to agree with 
everything the former says. A kind of a subgroup or coalition exists within || 
the larger group, which may have a variety of implications for the i f 
functioning of the total group. 

Alternatively, I have found that sometimes people talk to those 
others from whom they expect the most opposition or resistance. Thus, 
Joe may have learned that Pete is the member most likely to “shoot him 
down.” He talks first to Pete to see whether he can expect to get his point 
past what he sees to be his toughest hurdle. 

The above illustration highlights the fact that any given set of 
observations which the consultant makes do not mean an 3 rthing very 
significant in and of themselves. Rather, the observations of regularities 
and key events in group communication serve as a guide or a set of cues 
for progressively more meaningful questions which then determine new 
areas of observation. For example, if the manager of the group exhibits a 
bias in terms of whom he tends to talk to in his meetings, this fact by itself 
means relatively little. But if the consultant observes how the members 
who are and are not talked to by the boss react to this behavior, he can 
formulate some important hypotheses about the functioning of the group. 
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WHO TALKS AFTER WHOM? WHO INTERRUPTS WHOM? 

Closely related to the issue of who talks to whom is the matter of who 
triggers whom and in what ways. I have noted in observing groups that 
there are clear patterns of tri^ering. Whenever Joe speaks the odds are 
pretty good that Pete will be the next to speak even if the remarks were 
not initially directed at him. Again, this may reflect either support or a 
desire to undo the point which Joe has made. As every observant group 
member has noted many times, such undoing can take the most 

elaborately polite forms, yet it remains as a “Yes, but _” reaction 

nevertheless. As one group member once put it, in his company examples 
of such encouragement or undoing are labeled “Attaboys” and “Yeabuts,” 
and the norm is that it takes at least three attaboys to undo the damaging 
effect of one yeabut in the group discussion. 

Sometimes this level of analysis seems trivial, superficial, and 
contrived. If the observer’s analysis stopped at this level, it would indeed 
be insufficient. What we need to imderline again is that the overt surface 
behavior provides the clues as to what is going on between the people 
beneath the surface. Such clues not only help the process consultant 
understand what is going on, but are a visible manifestation to the 
members themselves. If the process consultant’s role is to set up a situation 
of shared diagnosis, he must concentrate on observables which are as 
readily seen by the clients as by him. One of the great problems of 
psychologically sophisticated consultants who forget their mission as 
defined here is that they correctly interpret to the group what is 
happening but the interpretation is so far detached from observable 
behavior that the group members reject both it and the consultant. 

Let us now turn to the other kind of behavior mentioned in the 
heading: who interrupts whom. The importance of observing this type of 
communication behavior derives from the fact that it gives us clues as to 
how members perceive their own status or power in the group relative to 
the status or power of other members. It is a matter of common 
observation, and has been documented in careful studies of deference, that 
the person of higher rank, status, or power feels free to interrupt someone 
of lower rank. We generally let the boss finish his sentences more often 
than he lets us finish ours. In those instances where this trend seems not to 
hold, one often finds that the members feel themselves to be of equal 
status even though objectively their rank may be different. Even then they 
might be more careful in public than in private situations. 

Assuming a working team of “equals,” what does it mean if the 
marketing man often interrupts the production man, but the reverse 
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seldom occurs? The process consultant would ask himself whether there 
was in fact a status difference, or, if not, whether the marketing man 
simply felt himself to be more important than the production man. In the 
latter case, a fairly common kind of problem arises from the fact that the 
production man begins to feel a loss of influence, to which he may react 
by starting to fight the marketing man rather than continuing to work 
cooperatively with him. 

Without insight on the part of either as to how they are signaling 
their feeling in overt communication acts, it is difficult for them to 
improve their working relationship. Only if the consultant can create a 
situation where they discover for themselves how their self-perceptions, 
perceptions of each other, and subjective judgments about their own 
influence relative to others, come out in overt behavior, can they improve 
the relationship. 

In general, it has been my observation that interrupting others is one 
of the more common and more destructive kinds of communication 
behavior. Most people have relatively little awareness of how often and 
how crudely they cut in on others, convinced that what they have to say is 
more important than what they believe the previous speaker would have 
continued to say. When this process is itself interrupted by a consultant 
intervention, it often turns out that the person who first interrupted did 
not in fact really understand what the previous speaker was trying to say. 
In his eagerness he was formulating his own thoughts rather than listening 
to what was said before him. 

One of the unfortunate consequences of frequent interruption is that 
the group is likely to interpret this as a sign of lack of organization. The 
suggestion is usually made that the way to control interruptions and avoid 
having too many people talking at once is to give the chairman more 
power to cut people off, call on people, and generally establish order. This 
solution substitutes external discipline for internal control. It misdiagnoses 
the problem as one of organization rather than recognizing it as a problem 
of lack of concern of the members for each other, resulting in insufficient 
listening. If the problem is one of listening, then the formal-chairmanship 
solution will not deal with the problem. Members will still not listen, but 
will instead be busy formulating what they will say when called upon. 


COMMUNICATION STYLE 

Communication style is intended to refer to a whole range of things such 
as whether the person is assertive, questioning, pedantic, or humorous; 
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whether his tone of voice is loud, soft, grating, or melodious; whether he 
accompanies his words with gestures, and so on. Insofar as the process 
consultant is interested in member relations, he is less concerned about 
style as an indicator of underlying personality, and more concerned about 
the possible effects of a given communication style on the others with 
whom the person is communicating. 

For example, 1 may notice that a person talks very loudly and 
assertively, causing others gradually to “tune him out,” yet he seems to be 
quite unaware that this is happening. He may even become aware of his 
declining influence in the group, and yet remain unaware of what has 
caused this decline. He does not hear himself as loud and assertive. The 
other members of the group who are no longer paying attention to him are 
also in a trap. They may not be paying attention because of the 
communication style used by the speaker and because they erroneously 
feel that it is the content of what he is saying which is failing to hold their 
interest. Communication in this situation cannot improve until both 
parties to the problem gain some insight into what they are doing and why 
they are doing it (e.g., what cues they are sending and are reacting to). 

GESTURAL COMMUNICATION (KINESICS) 


As anthropologists and linguists have known for some time, bodily 
posture, gestures, facial expressions, and other nonverbal behavior can and 
do become patterned according to the culture in which the person grew 
up. To the extent that they are patterned and have symbolic meanings, 
they can be understood just as clearly as verbal or written communication. 
Certain gestures, for example, reflect ethnic bacl^round. It has been 
shown by careful analysis of films of people in spontaneous interaction 
that some groups (e.g., first-generation Jewish immigrants) tend to 
accompany assertive words with forward reaching one-handed gestures, 
often described as “buttonholing.” First-generation Italians, in contrast, 
tend to use both hands in gesturing and to rotate them outwards rather 
than pointing toward the listener. 

Hail, in his excellent book The Silent Language, describes a whole 
range of culturally determined nonverbal cues which must be understood 
if the listener is to make correct interpretations of the speaker. For 
example, in every culture there is a kind of “ideal sphere” around a 
person. This “sphere” is the territory or space around a person which may 
not be violated unless you are on intimate terms with him, have some 
legitimate reason, or are deliberately and aggressively violating it. 
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ixamples of violation would be standing too close, touching, etc. In 
ountries where this “normal” distance is less than in America, the 
jnerican is likely to feel uncomfortable because people are always 
tanding too close in conversation or getting him into comers. 

Systematic observation of postural and gestural behavior have been 
trade by Birdwhistell (1961), using methods of analysis first developed in 
le field of linguistics. This field of analysis he calls kinesics. He has 
ientified, for example, some of the nonverbal behavior which is 
ssociated with courtship patterns and which is properly labeled as 
’preening.” It can be observed that a young man, when he suddenly finds 
imself in the company of an attractive girl, will straighten his tie, pull up 
is socks, run his fingers through his hair, adopt a slightly more erect 
>osture, and have a higher muscle tonus. If the girl similarly notices the 
oung man and responds to him she will also show higher muscle tonus, 
lay flush slightly, stroke her hair, check her makeup, straighten her 
-ockings, and sketchily rearrange her clothing (Scheflen, 1965). Further 
•ostural and nonverbal cues are also associated with what Scheflen 
Ientified as stages of “positioning for courtship” and “actions of 
ivitation,” Since such cues are culturally learned, their meaning is clear to 
lembers of the same culture. 

Thou^ methods of analysis of such complex gestures are still in their 
ifancy, it is not too difficult to imagine that they could be successfully 
Lsed in identifying cues which accompany aggressiveness, excessive 
leference, boredom, and various other feelings which are of great 
tnportance in group situations. In fact, I suspect that most experienced 
lanagers already rely on many such clues but do so unsystematically and 
ithout complete awareness of what it is on which they are relying. 

.EVELS OF COMMUNICATION 

o far I have discussed more or less manifest and easily observable 
ommunication events. In order to make some sense of these events and to 
understand more fully how members of any encounter react to each other, 
t is important to analyze less easily observable events. As background for 
lis discussion some psychological theory about the nature of communica- 
*on is also relevant. 

As most of us know from observation of our own behavior, not only 
io we tend to react to the manifest content of what another person says 
D us, but we interpret what he says and use various subtle clues to get at 
le real meaning of the message. Often the same message carries more than 
me meaning, both a manifest and a latent meaning. Occasionally these 
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meanings tend to contradict each other. Simple examples would be the 
person who issues an invitation with the statement *‘Come over to our 
house anytime,” but leaves it sufficiently ambiguous through his tone of 
voice to make you realize that he does not really want you to come but is 
merely being polite. In work teams it is not unusual for a person to argue 
against a proposal because he feels he has to be consistent with a previous 
position or because he feels he must defend a group whom he represents, 
but to argue in such a way as to let it be known that he is privately 
prepared to be convinced and will go along eventually. Often we say one 
thing in order to “save face” but manage to communicate something else. 


2 

Concealed self 

1 i 

Open seif 

4 

Unknown self 

3 

Blind self 


Fig. 3.1 The parts of a person.* 


Double messages of this kind do not pose unusual difficulties because 
the sender is aware of them and can clarify misunderstandings. Greater 
difficulty arises from double mess^es which reflect parts of the person of 
which he is unaware. To illustrate what is meant it is useful to think of the 
person as having several parts as depicted in Fig. 3.1. Quadrant 1 in the 
figure represents those areas of the person of which he himself is aware 
and which he is willing to share with others: the “open self.” Quadrant 2 
represents those parts of himself of which he is aware, but which he is 
consciously and deliberately trying to conceal from others. Typical 
examples which come up if one asks a group to reveal anonymously some 
of the things they conceal from others are areas of insecurity which the 
person is ashamed to admit, feelings and impulses which he considers to be 
antisocial or inconsistent with his self-image, memories of events where he 
failed or showed up particularly badly against his own standards, and, 

* J. Luft, “The Johari Window,” Hum. ReL Tr. News 5,1961, pp. 6-7. 
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most importantly, feelings and reactions to other people which he feels 
would be impolite or hurtful to reveal. 

For example, Joe might think that the boss made a terrible 
presentation at the key meeting, leading to loss of the sale, but equally 
might feel he must withhold this reaction and compliment the boss ‘‘in 
order not to hurt his feelings or make him mad.” As we will see later, one 
of the key insights resulting from P-C is understanding of how much 
valuable loss of communication results from conscious concealment of 
reactions to interpersonal events. 

Quadrant 3 in the figure is the key one for this discussion. The “blind 
area” of the self refers to those things which we unconsciously conceal 
from ourselves yet which are part of us and which are communicated to 
others. “I am not angry” says the boss in loud tones, purple-faced, as he 
slams his fist on the table. “These meetings are quite relaxing for me” says 
the executive as his hand trembles, his voice cracks, and he either has a 
third martini or tries unobtrusively to slip a tranquilizer into his mouth. “I 
do not care about the opinions of others,” says the manager, but then he 
gets very upset if others do not notice him or his work. 

All of us have, in the process of growing up, been rewarded for being 
certain kinds of people and punished for being other kinds. The young boy 
learns that it is all right to have aggressive feelings but that it is not all right 
to feel fear or tenderness when with other boys. So he begins to reject 
feelings of tenderness as being not part of himself. He suppresses them or 
refuses to recognize them as his own when they occur. Yet they may be 
quite visible to other people. How often have we said of a very gruff, 
tough man that he is really very tender. What we are saying is that we see 
tender behavior but that the person himself cannot see his own tender side 
and must continue to deny it by a gruff exterior. I have seen executives 
who became aggressive in direct proportion to the amount of tenderness 
they felt for the men around them; and I have seen women who became 
studiously considerate and tender in direct proportion to the amount of 
aggression they were feeling but unwilling to admit to themselves. 

Each of us thus has feelings and traits which we feel are not part of 
us, and we are blind to the fact that we do communicate many such 
feelings to others. We may also be blind to the fact that some of the 
feelings which we try to conceal do “leak out.” 

Quadrant 4 consists of those parts of the person of which neither he 
nor others are aware. Examples would be truly unconscious and deeply 
repressed feelings and impulses, hidden talents or skills, potentialities, and 
so on. For our purposes this area is irrelevant. 
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revelations. 

C: Confiding or “levelling” 
D: Emotional contagion 


Fig. 3.2 Types of messages in a two-person communication situation. 

Let us now consider two people in interaction with each other (Fig. 
3.2) and analyze the implications of the different kinds of messages and 
different levels of communication which occur. Most communication 
occurs between the two open selves of the persons (Arrow A), and most 
popularized analyses of the communication process confine themselves to 
this level. 

A second level of communication is the signals or meanings which we 
pick up from a person’s blind self and which he is unaware of sending 
(Arrows B). 

A third level of communication occurs when we deliberately reveal 
something which we ordinarily tend to conceal (Arrow C). Ordinarily we 
think of this as “confiding” in someone or “leveling” if we are sharing 
reactions or feelings generated by immediate events. 

Finally, there is a less common but no less important level of 
communication represented by Arrow D which might best be labeled 
“emotional contagion.” One person influences the feelings of another 
without either one’s being consciously aware of the origin of the feeling. 
Sometimes the feeling which is aroused in the recipient mirrors that of the 
sender, as when tension which may be denied by the sender nevertheless 
makes the receiver tense as well. In other cases the feeling is different, as 
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when a denied but displayed feeling in one person causes tension in the 
other because he does not know whether he should respond to the 
manifest level of communication (the denial of feeling) or to the latent 
level (the actually displayed feeling). 

The implications of this analysis for the process consultant are that 
he must be aware of these subtleties and complications in levels of 
communication in order to understand fully the flow of interpersonal 
events. I have observed a group situation where the senior executive and 
chairman of the group became very angry at several members and punished 
them openly for failing to follow through on a project. Yet surprisingly, he 
did not arouse any defensiveness or tension on their part. The explanation 
was that they had learned over a long period of time that he was really 
frustrated over not being more involved in the project himself and was 
really communicating, without being aware of it, that he was feeling sorry 
for himself. His group reacted more to this second message and worked 
hard to involve him in the project. When they succeeded, his anger 
subsided. What this executive was unconsciously denying was his need to 
be involved and needed (a very tender feeling), yet these feelings were 
clearly perceived by his subordinates and they had no difficulty 
responding to them. 

Once one recognizes several levels of communication, one can open 
up communication channels which ordinarily are not used. Once the 
participants in an interpersonal situation obtain some insight into their 
own communication behavior, it is possible for them to examine rationally 
the pros and cons of opening more of the Arrow C or “confiding’* kind of 
channel. Specifically, they can examine whether or not effectiveness of the 
group would be increased if more members shared their private feelings, 
particularly feelings pertaining to other members and to the work 
situation. 

A very common situation which the consultant faces is that members 
of a work group or team will reveal feelings such as frustration, anger, 
futility, tenderness, or concern privately to him, but it never occurs to 
them to share these feelings with the people who elicit them. The reasons 
for such withholding are multiple:—Our culture says it is not polite; it may 
seem hurtful to the other person; there is the danger of angering the other 
person lea<hng to retaliation on his part; it may make the lelationdup too 
intimate; or it is something whidi simply does not occur to the person to 
do. 

One powerfid effect of sen»tivity training is to open up these kinds 
of communications, but the ptoctss consultant is often workmg with a 
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group that has had no experience with T-groups and is unwilling to 
experiment with them. In this instance the consultant can still stimulate 
more open communications by interventions which show the group the 
price of not communicating at this level. The approach would be to start 
with rather safe topics and areas. A member is against a proposal but 
instead of sharing his feeling he starts various political maneuvers to ensure 
that the proposal will not go through, or, worse, lets it go through and 
then resists implementing it. If the consultant can get the group to spend 
some time analyzing its own process, he can raise the question of how 
members originally felt about the proposal, and thus stimulate in a safer 
environment some opening up of earlier feelings. If this exercise proves 
illuminating and productive to the group, they are likely to be a bit more 
open in the next work session, though the consultant has to expect this 
kind of learning to be very slow and erratic. 

Exploration of the B type of communication is most relevant if the 
group is having serious communication problems. The consultant can then 
raise the question of whether members are confusing each other by 
sending more than one message at once, creating for the recipient the 
problem of which one to react to. It should be noted that if the group 
agrees to discuss this issue at all, the members must reveal some of their 
own reactions. In other words, if I tell someone that he is sending a B-type 
message, thus reducing one of his blind spots, I am at the same time 
revealing something of my reactions which I ordinarily hide, thus reducing 
the size of my own concealed areas. Discussions of either B- or C-type 
messages tend thus to stimulate each other. The desired result would be a 
situation in which all members could enlarge their own open areas in their 
dealings with each other, thereby reducing distortions, miscommunica- 
tions, and ambiguities. 

FILTERING 

The final, and perhaps most difficult, complexity to consider in the 
communication process is that both the sender and the receiver use a 
number of filters in selecting what they will send and what they will 
receive. I am not implying conscious censorship, though this occurs also. 
Rather, I am implying that all of us select what we say, how we say it, and 
when we say it in terms of a complex set of decision rules which we have 
learned over a lifetime and which reflect a number of specific factors: 

a) Seif-image. Both the sender and the receiver have an image or concept 
of themselves and feelings of self-worth or self-esteem. What their 
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self-concept is at any given time and what value they attach to themselves 
in a given situation will, in part, determine their communication. For 
example, if I think of myself as an expert in an area and have great 
confidence in myself (attach great worth to myself) in a given situation, I 
am more likely to communicate in the first place, more likely to choose an 
assertive, telling style of communication rather than a diffident one, and 
less likely to listen to others on that same topic. After all, I am the expert. 

b) Image of the Other Person or Persons. Both the sender and the receiver 
have an image or concept of the others in the situation and attach certain 
values to these others as people. These images of the “other” will also, in 
part, determine communication. For example, if I see the others in the 
situation as being less expert and of lower status in the situation than I am, 
I am likely to talk down to them, to interrupt them when I think they are 
off target, to listen less for their original points of view and more for 
whether they are understanding me and/or agreeing with me. If I feel less 
expert or of lower status I will say less, listen harder, and try to figure out 
how to gain status in the situation (this, incidentally, may inhibit good lis¬ 
tening also, diverting attention from the task to the relationship issue). 

c) Definition of the Situation. Both the sender and the receiver have a 
certain picture of the situation they are jointly operating in. Is it a meeting 
to solve a specific problem? Is it an informal bull session? Are we here to 
give the boss a chance to tell us his ideas, and so on? Often this process of 
“defining the situation” is not verbalized until someone raises the question 
“What are we here for?” or “What is our task?” 

The definition of the situation goes beyond specifying the goals or 
task to be achieved; it is the complete set of perceptions pertaining to 
one’s own and others’ roles in the situation, its duration, its boundaries, 
and the norms which will govern it (e.g., is it a formal or informal 
situation?). Obviously, what we say and how we say it will be largely 
governed by how we define the situation. 

d) Motives, Feelings, Intentions, Attitudes. Another set of filters on the 
communication process both for sender and listener are the various needs 
and motives they bring to the situation, their intentions, and their 
attitudes toward others. If my needs are to sell a proposal or to influence 
others, I will communicate differently than if I am curious about 
something and need to get information. If I am trying to influence I will 
listen differently and for different things in what others say than if I am 
gathering information. For example, if I am trying to influence, I will 
listen harder for agreement or disagreement than for new ideas. 
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e) Expectations. The final category of psychological factors which create 
filters is our expectations of ourselves and of others in the situation, based 
either on actual experience or on preconceptions and stereotypes. If I 
expect my audience to be slow to understand, I will use simpler words; if I 
expect them to be receptive, I will talk in a more relaxed way; if I expect 
them to be critical, I will frame my points carefully and precisely. From 
the point of view of the listener, if he expects the speaker to be very 
smart, he may read in more meaning than there is in the message; if he 
expects him to be inarticulate or unintelligent, he may fail to hear the 
good points. If he expects disagreement he may read hostility into what 
the speaker says; and if he expects support he may faU to hear 
disagreement. 

Given all the various filters described, it is not surprising that the 
communication process between people is fraught with so much difficulty. 
The process consultant is not immune to the psychological factors 
described. He will have his own set of filters based upon his needs, 
expectations, images, intentions, and so on. Because he is a trained 
observer he may spot the effects of filters sooner than other members, but 
he certainly cannot see the truth in any absolute sense any better than any 
other member can. It is partly for this reason that he must help the group 
to make a diagnosis rather than simply providing his own diagnosis as if it 
were the absolute truth. It is only out of the joint efforts of all the 
members that a diagnosis of communications difficulties can be made 
which is likely to be near enough to the truth to warrant remedial action. 

The Circular Process and Self-fulfilling Prophecies 

The various factors described above under the category of filtering make it 
possible for communications to break down in a particularly dangerous 
manner. If expectations are strong on the part of both the sender and the 
receiver, it is possible for each to interpret the cues from the other in such 
a way that both confirm their stereotypes and thus “lock” each other into 
roles from which it is difficult to escape. Let us take two examples. 

Person A, on the basis of previous experience, has a very positive 
self-image, is confident, needs to influence others, and expects to be able 
to do so. His communications are assertive, confident, and clear. His 
listeners respond to this clarity and assertiveness by paying attention to 
what he has to say, thus confirming A’s image of himself as an influential 
person. He gains confidence from being listened to and assumes an 
increasingly strong role in the group. 
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Person B, on the basis of his previous experience, is not sure of 
himself, feels a lack of confidence in the presence of several others, is not 
sure he can influence people even though he v/ould like to, and expects 
that he will have difficulty establishing himself in the group. His 
communications will, as a result, be hesitant, low key, and diffident, 
though they may be just as clear as A*s. His listeners may well respond to 
the diffidence and hesitancy by assuming that B does not have much to 
offer and may cease to pay attention to him, thus confirming his own 
initial impression of himself as having little to contribute. B loses 
confidence, communicates less and less, further confirming for the others 
his lack of potential contribution, and gradually assumes the role of a 
noncontributor. 

In both cases the final outcome is the result of initial expectations 
which produce a certain communication style, which in turn lead to 
confirmation of the initial expectations. The danger is that the initial 
expectations may have little to do with the actual potential contribution 
of A and B to the group product; yet A will be a high contributor and B 
will be a low contributor. Only by becoming sensitive to this kind of 
self-fulfilling prophecy can the group protect itself from getting a mix of 
contributions which are unrelated to actual ability. 

A key role for the process consultant is to ask himself, when he 
observes different rates of participation and contribution to the group, 
whether this accurately reflects ability to contribute or is the result of 
circular processes of the sort described. If the consultant finds evidence for 
the latter, he must help the group reassess its own operations, reexamine 
its stereotypes of who can contribute what, and build norms which permit 
the low-confidence contributor to gain confidence by being listened to. 

SUMMARY 

In the previous sections I have examined various facets of the communica¬ 
tion process. Starting with relatively overt processes like who talks, who 
talks to whom, who interrupts whom, and what style of communication is 
used, I then reviewed more subtle communication issues like the meaning 
implicit in nonverbal communication, the role of different levels of 
communication stemming from our blind spots and tendencies to conceal 
certain things about ourselves, and the problems stemming from our 
tendencies to filter in the role of both sender and receiver. 

This set of issues by no means exhausts all aspects of communication 
which could be reviewed. For example, we did not cover problems of 
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semantics; nor did we get into all the issues of how to say and show things 
in such a way as to be more persuasive—the kinds of things one might find 
in courses on “good” communications. Topics covered reflect those 
aspects of communication which tend to be especially important in work 
teams, staff meetings, bull sessions, committees, T-groups, and other 
settings where member relations have to be “good” in order for work 
output to be high. The process consultant must help the group to perceive 
the connection between the subtle communication process described and 
the kind of factual exchange which leads to effective working relations and 
high output. 



4 

FUNCTIONAL ROLES OF GROUP MEMBERS 


One of the most salient observations in groups or interpersonal encounters 
is that different members and leaders do different things; or, to put it 
another way, their behavior serves different functions. There have been 
many attempts to categorize and describe the various functions or roles 
which group members perform in their interaction with each other. The 
system I will describe has not been used as extensively in laboratory 
research as some others, but has proved more useful in teaching an 
observer what is going on in a group. ^ 

The underlying theoretical premise is that when two or more people 
come together to form a work- or task-oriented group, there wiU first be a 
period of essentially self-oriented behavior reflecting various concerns 
which any new member of a group could be expected to experience. As 
the self-oriented behavior declines, members begin to pay more attention 
to each other and to the task at hand. The kinds of behavior which help 
the group to build and maintain itself then occur concurrently with 
behaviors designed to accomplish the work of the group. I would like to 
describe the steps in a chronological sequence because they occur more or 
less in sequence, though each phase may overlap the others. 

1 The categories used are based on Benne, K., and Sheats, P., “Functional roles of 
group members.” /. Soc. Iss., 2,1948, pp. 42-47. 
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PHASE 1: PROBLEMS IN ENTERING A NEW GROUP; 
SELF-ORIENTED BEHAVIOR 

The problems which a person faces when he enters a new group stem from 
certain underlying emotional issues which must be resolved before he can 
feel comfortable in the new situation. Four such issues can be readily 
identified (see Fig. 4.1). 

a) Identity, First and foremost is the problem of choosing a role or 
identity which wiU be acceptable to the person himself and viable in the 
group. In other words, each new member, whether he is aware of it or not, 
must find an answer to the question “Who and what am I to be in this 
group?” 

This issue exists in the first place because all of us have a large 
repertory of possible roles and behavioral styles to bring into play in any 
given situation. Should I be the dominant aggressive leader, a behavior 
pattern which may have worked for me in some situations; or should I be 
the humorous tension reliever, which may have worked for me in other 
situations; or should I be the quiet listener, which has worked in still other 
situations? In varying degrees we are different people in the different life 
situations we operate in. Therefore we always have some degree of choice 
in new situations. 

In formal committees or work groups, this kind of issue is often 
partially resolved through the initial mandate. A person is told to join a 
task force to represent the personnel point of view, or a strong chairman 
tells members what kinds of role he wants them to play. Such resolutions 
are at best only partial, however, in that there is still great latitude for the 
person to develop a style which will satisfy him and be acceptable to the 
others in the group. As Fig. 4.1 indicates, as long as the emotional issue is 
there, whether the person recognizes it consciously or not, it operates as a 
source of tension, leads the person to be primarily preoccupied with 
himself, and consequently leads to less listening and concern for others or 
the group task. 

b) Control, Power, Influence. A second issue which a new member faces 
and which must be resolved in any new group is the distribution of power 
and influence. It can be safely assumed that every member will have some 
need to control ^d influence others, but the amount of this need and its 
form of expression will vary from person to person. One member may 
wish to influence the actual task solution, another may wish to influence 
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the methods or procedures used by the group, a third may wish to achieve 
an overall position of prominence in the group, and so on. 

The dilemma for all members early in the group’s history is that they 
do not know each other’s needs or styles, and hence cannot easfly 
determine who wiU be able to influence whom and what. Consequently 
the consultant will frequently observe a great deal of fencing, testing each 
other out, and experimenting with different forms of influence in early 
meetings. The consultant must be careful not to misunderstand this 
behavior. On the surface it seems like a definite fli^t from whatever task 
the group is facing. Underneath it represents an important sorting out, 
getting acquainted, and coming to terms with each other which the 
members need to do in order to relax their self-concerns and focus on the 
task. 

If a chairman insists on a tight formal schedule which prevents some 
of this kind of getting acquainted and testing out, he runs the risk of either 
producing superficial solutions because members are not ready to really 
work on the task, or of forcing them to do their fencing in the context of 
the task work, thereby slowing down the progress and undermining the 
potential quality of the solution. In this kind of situation, the consultant 
must help the chairman to understand what functions the initial 
sorting-out behavior performs for the members, to understand the need for 
group building time, and to understand that good communications cannot 
develop until members’ self-preoccupations have been reduced. 

c) Individual Needs and Group Goals. A third issue which faces every 
group member is his concern that the group goals which are initially set or 
which will emerge from discussion may not include his personal goals and 
needs. Preoccupation with this issue typically leads the person to wait and 
see how the group develops, not to invest himself too heavily in it until he 
sees whether things will go his way or not. The problem for the group as a 
whole is that if a substantial number of people take the wait-and-see 
attitude, it is difficult to get any group action started. In this situation the 
group typically turns to any available authority to set the agenda, 
formulate goals, or suggest a task. If the chairman responds to the pressure 
and sets the goals, he is partially solving the problem, but he still cannot 
ensure that the goals he sets will involve all the members sufficiently to get 
them committed to the task. 

A sounder procedure would be to face the paradox directly: until 
member needs are to some degree exposed and shared, it is not possible to 
set up valid group goals. Consequently, enough meeting time should be , 
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allocated to permit members to explore what they really want to get out 
of the group. The role of the process consultant in this situation is usually 
to slow down the group and to reassure members that the early struggles 
to communicate with each other are a necessary and important part of 
group growth. 

d) Acceptance and Intimacy. These two issues are lumped together 
because they deal with the same underlying problem: Will I be liked and 
accepted by the others in the group, and how close or intimate will we 
have to be to achieve a comfortable level of mutual respect and acceptance? 
For every set of people and every situation norms must be developed by 
the group which help to resolve these issues. There is no optimal or 
absolute level of acceptance and intimacy for all groups at all times. It 
depends on the members, on the group task, on the length of time 
available to the group, and a host of other factors. But the issue is always 
there as a source of tension until working norms have been established. 

Initially the issue will appear in terms of forms of address and 
patterns of politeness. As the group develops, the issue will center around 
formality or informality of group procedures. At a still later stage the issue 
will center on whether group discussion must stick to the formal task or 
whether more personal exchanges are permissible and desirable. In training 
groups the issue usually revolves around the amount of self-disclosure 
which is necessary and desirable to optimize the learning process. 

The group can attempt to legislate solutions by the adoption of 
Roberts’ Rules of Order or similar devices, but such procedures are more 
likely to sweep the issue under the rug than really to resolve it. The role of 
the process consultant can be to help the group to recognize that the issue 
is a legitimate one to be worked on. 

Types of Coping Responses to Emotional Issues 

As has been indicated above, each of the underlying problems in gaining 
membership leads to tension, frustration, and self-preoccupation. What 
does the person typically do in coping with the underlying problems and 
the resulting tensions? Three basic kinds of coping patterns can be 
observed: 

1. basically tough aggressive coping, 

2. basically tender, support-seeking coping, and 

3. withdrawal behavior based on denial of any feelings. (See Figure 4.1.) 
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Problems 
1. IDENTITY 


Resultin g feelings 


Cop ing res ponses 
{self-oriented } 

1. *TOUGW* RESPONSES 


Who am I to be? 


Fnistration Fighting, controlling 
resisting authority. 


2. CONTROL dINFLUENCE 2. "TENDER"RESPONSES 


Will I be able to 
control and influence 
others? 


Tension 


Supporting, helping 
forming alliances, 
dependency. 


3. WITHDRA WAL OR DENIAL 
RESPONSES 

Passivity, indifference, 
overuse of “logic and 
reason” 

Will I be liked and 
accepted by the group? 

How close a group will 
we be? 


3, NEEDS & GOALS 

Will the group goals Anxiety 

include my own needs? 

4. ACCEPTANCE & INTIMACY 


Fig. 4.1 Problems in entering a new group which cause self-oriented behavior. 


The tough, aggressive response shows up in various kinds of fighting 
such as arguing, cutting down other members’ points, ridiculing, deliberate 
ignoring of others, cutting and hostile humor, and the like. Though the 
behavior may be perfectly legitimate within the rules of group discussion 
under the guise of “debating the point” or “exploring our differences,” 
the observer should be careful to note whether the underlying feelings 
expressed are really concern for a better task solution or are, in fact, ways 
of challenging and testing other members in the process of solving 
emotional issues such as have been identified above. 

The aggressive response also is reflected in attempts to control other 
members through setting up procedures, calling on people, telling other 
members what they should be talking about, and the like. With respect to 
any authority figures in the group such as the chairman, this type of 
emotional behavior shows up as “counterdependency.” Counter¬ 
dependency refers to feelings of wanting to resist authority. “Let’s find 
out what the chairman wants us to do and then not do it, or let’s do it our 
own way, not the way he wants us to do it.” 
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In most formal groups such behavior is likely to be quite subtle 
because standards of politeness and formal power differences militate 
against open expressions of counterdependency. Yet it is not difficult for 
the process consultant to observe such behavior, to help the group to 
recognize the legitimacy of it, and to help differentiate emotional coping 
from genuine expression of differences on the task level. 

The tender, support-seeking response is reflected in a variety of ways. 
Members look for someone with whom they seem to agree and try to form 
a supportive alliance or subgroup within the larger group. Members 
attempt to avoid conflict, give support, help each other, and generally try 
to suppress aggressive divisive feelings. With respect to authority, such 
behavior shows up as dependency: looking for someone to lean on, to give 
guidance, and to solve the problems which the members feel they have. 

How does the process consultant differentiate this kind of behavior 
from constructive problem-solving behavior? First, he would note at what 
point in the group’s or member’s history the behavior is occurring. As I 
have indicated, the emotionally based self-oriented behavior occurs early 
in the history when members are trying to establish themselves in the 
group. The same kind of behavior later could simply mean genuine support 
in reference to the task. 

A second criterion would be whether the consultant feels that the 
support is based on genuine mutual understanding or is a kind of blind 
response. The emotionally based behavior I am describing here is often 
indicated by members forming alliances without really lowing evidence 
of understanding each other’s points of view at all. It is hasty support 
seeking, an indiscriminate helping, and an inappropriate kind of de¬ 
pendency, the real meaning of which the consultant must help the group 
to understand. 

The withdrawing or denial response is characterized by a suppression 
of tension and feeling, often resulting in a rather passive, indifferent, bland 
kind of refuse. It is as if the person were saying ^You fellows go ahead 
and fight it out and get this group rolling while 1 watdi; I do not really 
have any feelings about it so I’ll get on board when things get properly 
organized.” Another version of this emotional behavior is for the person to 
argue that feelings have no place in group discussion, should be legislated 
out of existence, and suppressed at all costs. When a f^t breaks out, the 
person says '"Gentlemen, we are ail civilized, mature individuals; we can 
settle this logically and calmly. Let us not let our feelings get the better of 
us; let’s stick to the facts,” 

If the person were beii^ truly raticmal and logical, he would realize 
that the feelings in the situation are some of the facts which must be 
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reckoned with. They can be suppressed and legislated off the agenda, but 
they cannot be made to disappear and they cannot be prevented from 
affecting each member’s problem-solving behavior. If a group member has 
tensions and self-preoccupations, he will in fact not be listening to or 
concerned about other members, and hence will not contribute to 
effective problem-solving. 

Each of us, as human beings, is capable of each of these basic types of 
response in our efforts to cope with the emotional issues of the group. 
Which style of response we tend to use will depend on our personalities, 
on our past histories in interpersonal situations, on the behavior of other 
members in the group, and on the formality and structure of the situation. 
For example, a formal, tightly controlled group is much more likely to 
produce withdrawal and denial responses which in the long run will 
produce a poorly motivated, alienated group. When such a group tries to 
solve a difficult problem there is no guarantee that members will be 
motivated enough to direct their energies to the problem, or able to 
communicate with each other well enough to build a genuine group 
solution. Permitting and exploring emotional expressions, on the other 
hand, will lead to initial discomfort but will, in the long run, produce a 
higher level of communication and a stronger, more effective group. 

Resolution of Emotional Issues 

I have described four kinds of emotional issues which face every person 
when he enters a new group situation—the problem of identity, the 
problem of influence and power, the problem of needs and goals, and the 
problem of acceptance and intimacy. Until the person finds a role for 
himself in the group and until the group develops norms pertaining to 
goals, influence, and intimacy, he will be tense and will respond in various 
emotional ways. 

The price of such behavior for the group is that the members are 
preoccupied with their own feelings and hence less able to listen to each 
other and solve problems. Yet every group must go through some growing 
pains while members work on these issues and find their place. If the 
formal structure does not permit such growth, the group never becomes a 
real group capable of group effort. It remains a collection of individuals 
held together by a formal structure. 

The process consultant can help the group to resolve emotional issues 
in a number of ways. First of all he must himself be aware of what is going 
on and not become anxious over the initial communication problems 
which members have. Secondly, he must help the group to realize that the 
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early fighting, alliances, and withdrawal responses are efforts on the part 
of members to get to know each other, to test each other out, and to find 
their own place in the group. He can do this by giving the group 
perspective on itself through capsules of group theory of the sort I have 
given in the previous pages. He can indicate his belief that members are 
working on a legitimate group-building task, not just wasting time. 
Managers typically expect groups to be able to get right to work, and do 
not allow for a period of group budding. If the group does not solve 
problems quickly they get angry and disillusioned with group effort. The 
process consultant must encourage such managers to be patient, to allocate 
enough time to group meetings to permit the group to grow, and to realize 
that their own anger and impatience is a reflection of the same emotional 
issues which the other members are facing. 

Finally, the process consultant must be expert in giving helpful and 
useful feedback to members concerning their own behavior. Much of the 
coping is likely to be occurring without awareness on the part of the group 
members as to what is happening and why. If they are to gain some insight 
into this behavior and to become more expert in diagnosing it themselves, 
the consultant must try to help each member to understand his own 
coping behavior. 

As members acquire this insigjit, as they begin to know how others 
are feeling and responding, and as members begin to realize that the group 
can include them and their potential contribution, there is a gradual 
relaxation and an increasing ability to pay attention to others. When this 
happens one can sense a change in the climate and mood of the group: 
There is less urgency, more listening, less running away from tasks to be 
performed, more willingness to cooperate as a total group, less formality 
and falling back on arbitrary rules, but more self-discipline and willingness 
to suppress personal agendas for the sake of the total group performance. 
The important thing to realize is that such a state can be achieved only if 
the group is permitted to work out its problem; it cannot be imposed or 
legislated. 


PHASE 2: TASK AND GROUP-MAINTENANCE FUNCTIONS 

So far I have discussed what happens in the early life of a group before it is 
really ready to solve problems effectively. In the following sections I will 
deal with various aspects of group problem-solving and the contributions 
which members make to it. Figure 4.2 shows a list of what have been 
called task functions and maintenance functions. These are behaviors 
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Task functions 

Initiating 
Opinion Seeking 
Opinion Giving 
Information Seeking 
Information Giving 
Clarifying 
Elaborating 
Summarizing 
Consensus Testing 


Maintenance functions 

Harmonizing 

Compromising 

Gatekeeping 

Encouraging 

Diagnosing 

Standard Setting 

Standard Testing 


Fig. 4.2 Task and maintenance functions in groups.* 


which must occur to some degree in order for the group to progress 
effectively. From the point of view of the process consultant, the lists are 
important as a checking device to determine what kinds of functions are 
being performed adequately and what kinds of functions are either missing 
altogether or not adequately performed. The observer of process can also 
study the distribution of the functions to determine whether they are 
evenly distributed, whether some members consistently do one kind of 
thing, which functions the leader performs, and so on. 

a) Task Functions. Let us look at some task functions first. In order for 
the group to make progress on a task there must be some initiating. 
Someone must state the goal or problem, make proposals as to how to 
work on it, set some time limits or targets, and the like. Often this 
function falls to the leader or to whoever called the group together in the 
first place, but it can be observed that as a group grows and gains 
confidence, initiating functions will increasingly come from a broader 
range of members. 

In order for progress to be made there must be some opinion seeking 
and givingy and information seeking and giving on various issues related to 
the task. The kinds of information and opinions a group seeks in pursuing 
its tasks are often crucial for the quality of the solution. The observer 
should note carefully and help the group to observe for itself whether 
sufficient time was given to the information- and opinion-seeking 
functions. Clarifying and elaborating are critical functions in a group in 
order to test the adequacy of communication and in order to build on the 


♦ Benne and Sheats, Op. cit. 
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ideas of others towards more creative and complex ideas. If such activities 
do not occur, the group is not really using its unique strength. 

Summarizing is an important function to ensure that ideas are not 
lost because of either the size of the group or the length of time of 
discussion. Effective summarizing will include a review of which points the 
group has already covered and what different ideas have been stated, so 
that as decision points are reached, the group is operating with full 
information. One common problem which I have observed in committees, 
task forces, and executive teams is that they tend to work sequentially and 
process one idea at a time, never gaining any perspective on the totality of 
their discussion. What is missing is the summarizing function. It can be 
fulfilled by having a recorder note ideas on a blackboard as the group 
proceeds so that it has its own visible summary before it at all times; or a 
person can, from time to time, simply review what he has heard and draw 
out tentative generalizations from it for the group to consider. 

Finally, the group needs someone to periodically test whether it is 
nearing a decision or should continue to discuss. Consensus testing could 
involve simply asking the question “Are we ready to decide?” or could 
involve some summarizing: “It seems to me we have expressed these three 
alternatives and are leaning toward No. 2; am I right?” The success of this 
function in moving the group forward will depend largely on the 
sensitivity of the person in choosing the right time to test, though ill-timed 
tests are still useful in reminding the group that it has some more 
discussing to do. 

Task functions such as these are so obviously relevant to effective 
group problem-solving that it is easy for the process consultant to get the 
group thinking of process in terms of them. One of the consultant’s 
greatest problems is choosing what behavior to draw the group’s attention 
to. The task functions provide one simple alternative which is not too 
likely to be resisted as irrelevant. 

b) Maintenance Functions. In order for the group to survive and grow as 
an effective instrument of problem-solving, it is necessary for members to 
concern themselves with the maintenance of good relationships. Ideally 
such concerns would be expressed throughout the life cycle of the group, 
but, as we have already seen in the sections on the early phases of group 
life, members do become preoccupied with their own needs and thus may 
damage their relationships to others. 

The problem for the group is how to rebuild damaged relationships 
and/or minimize initial tendencies for them to become damaged. By a 
damaged relationship I mean, for example, two members who are angry at 
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each other because they have opposing views on a task issue, members who 
were outvoted or ignored and thus feel left out, members who feel 
misunderstood or sidetracked, and so on. In each case, the person is 
temporarily preoccupied with personal needs and feelings, and is therefore 
relatively less able to contribute to group effort. If no group maintenance 
occurs, the member is not brought back into harmony with the group, and 
is consequently lost as a resource to the group. 

Some member activities can best be thou^t of as preventive 
maintenance. For example, the function of gatekeeping ensures that 
members who have a contribution to make to problem solution have an 
opportunity to make it. I have often sat in a group and observed one 
person repeatedly open his mouth and actually get one or two words out 
when a more aggressive person interrupts him, takes the floor away, and 
makes his own point. After two or three attempts, the person gives up, 
unless someone notices the problem and provides an opportunity for the 
person to get his point in. Encouraging may serve a similar function in 
helping a person make his point, partly to give the group the benefit of the 
content, but also to ensure that he and others will feel that the group 
climate is one of acceptance. 

Harmonizing and compromising are deliberately placed on the 
maintenance function list rather than the task function list because they 
are useful in reducing destructive types of disagreement between individ¬ 
uals, but are definitely of limited usefulness in solving task problems. This 
is a cmcial point because process consultants, in being concerned about 
group effectiveness, are likely to be seen as favoring harmony and smooth 
group functioning at aU times. In fact, it may be quite necessary for the 
group to confront and work through tough disagreements to some genuine 
integrative solution which does not involve any compromising or harmo¬ 
nizing. The process consultant may often have to help the group to 
confront and work through a problem when it would rather back off and 
compromise. However, if communication has broken down and several 
members are arguing or taking positions because of self-oriented reasons 
such as maintaining their own status in the group, it may be necessary as a 
maintenance step to harmonize the conflict and help each member to take 
stock of his own behavior as a way of reestablishing good communication. 

Diagnosing^ standard setting and standard testwg are most relevant as 
remedial measures when relationships have to some d^ee broken down. 
What the group then needs is some period of suspending task opmtions 
while it (1) looks at its process, cfaedcs out how peo^e are feeling sbmt 
the groi^, its norms, and its method of operating; and (2) permits airing of 
problems and conflicts wMdi may have arisen. Most groups do not engage 
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Rating Group Effectiveness 


A: Goals 


Poor L, 2 3 

Confused; diverse; 
conflicting; indifferent; 
little interest. 


^_Ifl Good 

Clear to all; shared 
by all; all care about 
the goals, feel 
involved. 


Poor 1 2, 

Few dominate; some 
passive; some not 
listened to; several 
talk at once or 
interrupt. 


B: Participation 


TO Good 
All get in; all are 
really listened to. 


C: Feelings 

Poor 1, 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Unexpected; ignored 
or criticized. 


_Jil Good 

Freely expressed; 
empathic responses. 


D: Diagnosis of group problems 


Poor 2 

Jump directly to 
remedial proposals; 
treat symptoms 
rather than basic 


_ IQ Good 
When problems arise 
the situation is care¬ 
fully diagnosed before 
action is proposed; 
remedies attack basic 


Fig. 4.3 Sample form for analyzing group effectiveness. 
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E: Leadership 


Poor 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

Group needs for 
leader^p not met; 
group depends too 
much on single 
person or on a few 
persons. 

F: DecUiom 


9_10 Good 

As needs for leader^p 
arise various members 
meet them ('"distributei 
leadership”); anyone 
feels free to volunteer a 
he sees a group need. 


Poor 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Needed decisions don’t 
get made; decision made 
by part of group; others 
uncommitted. 


G: Trust 


8 


9_10 Good 

Consensus sought and 
tested; deviates appre¬ 
ciated and used to 
improve decision; 
decisions when made 
are fully supported. 


Poor 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

Members distrust one 
another; are polite, 
careful, closed, 
guarded; they listen 
superficially but in¬ 
wardly reject what 
others say; are afraid 
to criticize or to be 
criticized. 


H: Creativity and growth 


9_10 Good 

Members trust one 
another; they reveal 
to group what they 
would be reluctant 
to expose to others; 
they respect and use 
the responses they 
get; they can freely 
express negative 
reactions without 
fearing reprisal. 


Poor 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Members and group 
in a mt; operate 
routinely; persons 
stereotyped and rigid 
in their roles; no 
progress. 


7 8 9 10 Good 

Group flexible, seeks 
new and better ways; 
individuals changing 
and growing; crea¬ 
tive; individually 
supported. 



44 PROCESS CONSULTATION 


in this kind of behavior unless a process consultant is present or one of the 
members takes a real process orientation. Yet such periods of reassessment 
and catharsis are absolutely necessary for most task groups if they are to 
remain effective. 

How can the process consultant encourage the performance of these 
kinds of functions on a regular basis? One of the simplest techniques is to 
suggest that at every meeting (or on some periodic basis) the group 
allocate some small period of time such as 15 to 30 minutes to review its 
own meeting and to collect member feelings about how the meeting has 
gone. Such feelings can be collected in an open-ended way or with the help 
of diagnostic instruments such as that shown in Fig. 4.3. If an instrument 
is used, somewhat more time must be allocated to analysis. If the group is 
skeptical of the value of any diagnosis, it is better to start with short 
periods of open-ended discussion, keeping the instrument in reserve 
until the group learns the value of such discussions and is willing to 
allocate more time to them. 

The role of the process consultant during diagnostic periods must be 
carefully managed. The great temptation is to rush in once the group has 
opened the door, and tell all the meaty observations which the consultant 
has made over the past several hours. This temptation is often heightened 
by the group’s actually inviting the consultant to tell the group all of his 
observations, “How do you feel we did during the meeting?” “You’ve 
been sitting observing us for a couple of hours; what observations do you 
have?” 

The process consultant must at this time remind himself what his 
basic mission is: to get the group to share in diagnosis and to help the 
group to learn to diagnose its own processes. If he succumbs and takes the 
lead in giving observations, there is great danger that the group will 
abdicate its own responsibility for diagnosis. Furthermore, if the consul¬ 
tant makes observations which some members disagree with, he quickly 
finds himself in a position of having been neutralized. Finally, if the 
consultant comes in with his own observations first, he is forgetting that 
his own filters are operating and that he may be reporting things which are 
relatively less important or which are a reflection of his own biases. 

Given these pitfalls, it is important that the process consultant 
encourage the group not only to allocate time for diagnosis, but to take 
the lead itself in trying to articulate and understand its own processes. 
Once the group has identified an area where members themselves have 
observations to make, it is entirely appropriate for the consultant to add 
his own observations and to use the opportunity to deepen members’ 
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understanding by giving not only observations but some group theory. But 
the group must take the lead, and the consultant must work within the 
areas defined by the group as relevant. If the group urges the consultant to 
do this job for them, he must politely decline and urge the group in turn 
to try its own hand at diagnosis. 

SUMMARY 

Thus far we have been focusing on various aspects and functions of the 
individual’s behavior in the group. We have examined the causes of 
self-oriented behavior and types of self-oriented behavior. We then 
examined various task functions relevant to getting a job done, and various 
maintenance functions relevant to keeping the group in good working 
order. Having dealt with these basics, let us proceed to an analysis of the 
processes involved in the actual work of the group: problem-solving and 
decision-making. 



5 

GROUP PROBLEM-SOLVING AND DECISION-MAKING 


GROUP PROBLEM-SOLVING 

Problem-solving as a process is much discussed and little understood. I 
propose to give the reader not ultimately valid models, but, as in past 
sections, a model which is amenable to observation and analysis. The steps 
or stages I will describe and analyze are applicable to any kind of 
problem-solving process whether it occurs in an individual manager, a 
two-person group, a large committee, or a total organization. My focus will 
remain, as in past sections, on the small group because it is in this size unit 
that the process consultant is more likely to be able to make his 
contribution. 

The basic model as presented in Fig. 5.1 is an elaboration of a model 
developed by the late Richard Wallen. It distinguishes two basic cycles of 
activity—one which occurs prior to any decision or action, and one which 
occurs after a decision to act has been taken. The first cycle consists of: 

1. problem formulation; 

2. generating proposals for solution; 

3. forecasting the consequences of solutions proposed or testing 
solutions and evaluating them conceptually before taking any action. 


46 
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The second cycle involves: 

4. action planning; 

5. action steps; and 

6. evaluation of outcomes, often leading back into the first cycle of 
problem definition. 

Cycle 1 

In my own experience in solving problems and watching others solve them, 
by all odds the most difficult step in this process is the first one-defining 
the problem. The difficulty arises in part because of a confusion between 
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i symptoms and the problem. A manager typically starts a problem-solving 
process when someone brings something to him or he discovers something 
which is not as it should be. Sales have fallen off, a schedule for delivery 
has not been met, an angry customer is on the phone, the production line 
has broken down, there is a fire in the shop, or whatever. But it should be 
noted that none of the things mentioned are really the problems to be 
worked on~rather they are the symptoms to be removed. Before the 
manager can begin to solve the problem he must identify or find it, and 
this is the crucial and often most difficult stage of the whole cycle. 

Let us take the example of sales falling off, to illustrate the 
complexity. Manager X has called together his key subordinates and they 
sit down to discuss “the problem” of declining sales. If the manager is not 
sensitive to the issue raised above he may soon be in the midst of a 
discussion of whether the advertising budget should be raised or ten more 
men should be sent into the field. But has he as yet defined his problem? 
Has he even identified what the various alternative problems might be 
which could cause a reduction in sales? It could be anything from an 
erroneous sales forecast (which implies doing nothing out in the field but 
something in the marketing department) to a competitor’s having entered 
the market suddenly. Without some preliminary diagnosis which, in¬ 
cidentally, may take time and effort, the manager won’t know what is 
really causing the discrepancy between forecast and actual sales. He won’t 
know what he should really be working on. 

The process consultant can often play a key role at this stage because 
he is less likely to react to the time pressure which the manager is under, 
and, therefore is more likely to notice premature shortcuts in reasoning 
and misdiagnoses. His role is often to help the group to slow down and 
recognize that it may be acting hastily on an ill-defined problem, and that 
some initial time invested in identifying what is really the problem will pay 
off in less wasted time and effort later. 

A special category of problems deserves particular mention in this 
regard—those involving interpersonal relations. A manager has a problem 
in motivating a subordinate, or coordinating with another department, or 
influencing his boss, or in integrating the effort of several people. Often 
these “problems” are felt as frustrations and tensions, with a minimum of 
clear understanding on the part of the manager of what is actually 
frustrating him or making him tense. In a sense he knows some things are 
not right, but he does not know what the problem really is. 

In instances such as these, the process consultant can help the 
manager or the group to identify its problem by forcing them to produce 
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ngs of Identification 

ration specific 
:ension incidents which 
arouse feelings 


Generalization 

Analysis from incidents Problem 

of concerning the->- formula- 

incidents nature of the tion 

problem 


Fig. 5.2 Necessary steps in initially formulating the problem. 


^‘ete incidents or examples of events which led to their feelings of 
ration. By carefully going over these incidents in detail and trying to 
ify what was going on which actually triggered the frustration, it is 
L possible to define the real problem. The essential step is to examine 
concrete incidents and to generalize the problem from these. This 
5SS can be thought of as a necessary stage of any problem formulation 
5.2). Once the problem has been adequately formulated, the group 
love on to producing ideas or courses of action which might resolve 
problem. At this stage the most likely pitfall is that proposals are 
ated one at a time; thus the group is never permitted to gain I 
►ective on the problem by looking at a whole array of possible ideas 
>lution. 

The process consultant can help here by pointing out the conse- 
:es of premature evaluation: 

that there is insufficient opportunity for ideas to be judged in 
perspective because they cannot be compared to other ideas, and 

that the evaluation tends to threaten not only a given idea but the 
person who proposed it. (Members whose ideas have been rejected 
early may feel less inclined to give ideas at a later stage.) 

■ echnique of brainstorming is built on the rule that no evaluation of 
should be permitted during the idea-production phase. Even though 
may not accept brainstorming as a formal technique, it is useful to 
in mind the caution that premature evaluation can undermine and 
3ff good idea production. 

The next stage of testing, evaluation, or forecasting of consequences 
ten a most difficult one, because it is not clear what criteria the group 
d be using to do its forecasting. As Wallen has pointed out,^ testing 
ria include (1) personal experience, (2) expert opinion, (3) surveying 


Jnpublished notes. 
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of existing data or information, and/or (4) planned scientific tests oi 
research. 

Personal experience and expert opinion are the easiest to obtain but 
the least valid. Surveys and research are more valid but also more 
time-consuming and expensive. One of the key functions of the process 
consultant is to provide to the group this range of alternatives, to enable it 
to correctly match its validation method to the kind of idea it is trying to 
test. For example, if the group is trying to decide between two products to 
develop, it should probably do some market surveying. If the group is 
trying to decide whether to put surplus funds into capital expansion or 
investment programs, it should obtain advice from financial experts, and 
so on. All too often a group uses just one validation method, no matter 
what ideas are being evaluated. 

At each stage of problem-solving the discussion may reveal new 
features which lead to a reformulation of the problem. For example, in 
testing the idea that a new advertising campaign is needed, it may be 
discovered, from examining existing information, that the advertising 
campaign was perfectly sound; this raises the question whether the initial 
formulation of the problem as “consumer sales resistance” was correct. 
The process consultant should help the group to recognize that this kind 
of recycling, from initial formulation through idea production and idea 
testing to reformulation of the problem, is a very sound way to solve the 
problem. Reassurance from the consultant is usually necessary until a 
group becomes experienced in sensing its own problem-solving cycle 
because of the tendency to believe that constant reformulation of the 
problem is merely wasting time. 

Cycle! 

All of cycle 1 involves steps which occur in discussion and which do not 
involve commitment to action unless the group chooses to gather some 
additional data for idea evaluation. As the group reaches some consensus 
on a proposed solution and makes a decision to act, we go into cycle 2, or 
the action cycle. The making of the decision is not shown in the diagram, 
but is represented by the act of crossing the boundary between cycle 1 and 
cycle 2. 

Though a decision has been made on a given proposal or idea for 
solution, the problem-solving process is far from finished. The group must 
then stiU plan a detailed course of action, must take action steps, and must 
provide for some method to determine whether the action steps are solving 
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the problem or not. This last step should be thought out in advance: 
"What information should we be looking at to determine whether or not 
our action steps are achieving the desired results?’* 

At any of these stages, it is again possible for the group to discover 
that it had not formulated the problem correctly; hence it may revert back 
to cycle 1 for some new reformulation and idea proposing and testing. 
Again I want to underline that such recycling is entirely desirable and 
should not be considered a waste of time. It is far more costly to be 
working on the wrong problem and to discover this only after expensive 
action steps have been taken, than to make an initially greater effort to 
define the problem correctly. Yet, as a process consultant, I have found it 
difficult to get groups to go back to step 1 and ask themselves the 
questions: "Have we formulated the problem correctly? Are we working 
on the right thing?” 

The phase of action planning can be treated as a new problem 
requiring its own problem formulation (i.e., what are our problems in 
implementing the proposal we have decided on?), idea production (i.e., 
what are some alternative ways to implement the proposal?), and idea 
testing (i.e., which of our alternatives is the best way to implement the 
proposal?). If these stages are short-circuited or avoided, it is quite possible 
that a good proposal will be inadequately carried out and the group will 
draw the erroneous conclusion that it was the proposal which was 
deficient, instead of recognizing the defect as insufficient action planning. 
Here again the role of the process consultant may well be to slow the 
group down sufficiently to make it recognize that action planning is itself 
a problem-solving process. 

In many cases the second cycle is delegated to some other person or 
group. For example, the original problem-solving group decides “Let’s beef 
up our advertising campaign.” Once it has reached this decision, it orders 
the advertising department to increase advertising on certain products. The 
group then relaxes and reverts to watching sales figures. Is this a sound 
approach? The answer in many cases is "No.” 

The major problem, when different people or groups perform cycle 1 
and cycle 2, is that the second person (or group) may neither understand 
clearly nor be particularly committed to the proposal or solution which 
the cycle-1 person (or group) has come up with. He has not struggled with 
the problem definition; he has not had a chance to see the reasons why 
other alternatives which may now occur to liim have been rejected; and he 
may not feel that the general proposal given to him is clear enough to 
permit implementation. Equally inefficient is the case where a group 
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delegates cycle 1 to a task force or a consulting organization and then 
waits for a proposal in writing. In nine cases out of ten, if the originating 
group has not involved itself in cycle 1 and if the task force has not 
thought through cycle 2, the second group will not like the proposal and 
will find an excuse to shelve it. 

Given these kinds of problems, it is desirable to ensure a high degree 
of communication between cycle-1 and cycle-2 persons or groups. The 
ideal situation would, of course, be that they are the same problem-solving 
unit- If that is not possible, the cycle-1 unit should provide for an interim 
phase which permits the cycle-2 unit to be completely on board before the 
two units sever their communication link. One might bring the imple- 
menter into the problem-solving process at the earliest possible stage, or, at 
least, review completely with the implementer all the steps which the 
cycle-1 unit has gone through in its efforts to arrive at a proposal for 
solution. In such a review, the key process would be to permit the 
implementer to satisfy himself completely by asking as many questions as 
he would like concerning the reasons why certain other alternatives which 
might strike him as better ones were not selected. He should either get 
satisfactory answers, or the cycle-1 ^oup ^ould go back and review the 
additional alternatives brought up by the implementer. 

A good problem-solving group will protect itself against communica¬ 
tion breakdown at the implementation stage by consulting the imple- 
menters at the earliest stages of idea production. If all their ideas are 
inserted early, there is less likelihood of missing important alternatives, 
and less likelihood of choosing something which will not make any sense 
to, or may be misunderstood by, the implementer. The role of the process 
consultant here is to help the group understand how difficult it is to 
communicate a complex solution to an implementer, and to ensure this 
understanding early enough in the problem-solving process to institute 
protective measures against communication breakdown. And there is no 
better protective method than to involve the ultimate implementer in the 
problem-solving at the earliest p>ossible stage. 


GROUP DECISION-MAKING 

One of the key step>s in the pHroblem-solving process is the maldng of 
dedsions. Dedskms are involved at every stage of the process, but are onty 
hi^y visible in the transiticm from cyde 1 to cycle 2, where the 
proi^iii-solving unit commits itsdf to trying out a proposal for action. 
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Prior to this step the group has had to decide when and where to meet, 
how to organize itself, how to allocate time, by what procedures or rules 
to run its discussion (e.g., with or without a formal chairman, with or 
without Roberts’ Rules of Order, etc.), how to tell when the problem has 
been sufficiently well formulated to move on to idea production, and so 
on. Often group members do not recognize actions which the group takes 
to answer issues like the above as group decisions, but, in fact they are 
decisions, and they set the climate of the group. Therefore, they need to 
be examined very carefully. 

In reviewing the different decision-making methods listed below, it is 
important that we do not quickly judge any one method as better than 
another.^ Each has its use at the appropriate time, and each method has 
certain consequences for future group operations. The important point is 
for the group to understand these consequences well enough to be able to 
choose a decision-making method which wiU be appropriate to the amount 
of time available, the past history of the group, the kind of task being 
worked on, and the kind of climate the group wants to establish. 

1. Decision by Lack of Response ('Tlop*'). The commonest and perhaps 
least visible group decision-making method is that in which someone 
suggests an idea, and, before anyone else has said anything about it, 
someone else suggests another idea, until the group finds one it will act on. 
All the ideas which have been bypassed, have, in a sense been decided 
upon by the group. But the decision has been simply a common decision 
not to support it, making the proposer feel that his suggestion has 
“plopped.” The floors of most group meeting rooms are completely 
covered with plops. 

2. Decision by Authority Rule. Many groups set up a power structure or 
start with a power structure which makes it clear that the chairman or 
someone in authority will make the decisions. The group can generate 
ideas and hold free discussion, but at any time the chairman can say that, 
having heard the discussion, he has decided to do thus and so. This method 
is highly efficient. Whether or not it is effective depends a great deal upon 
whether the chairman is a sufficiently good listener to have culled the right 
information on the basis of which to make his decision. Furthermore, if 
the group must move on to the next stage or implement the decision, the 


2 The particular classification used here is patterned after a formulation first 
proposed by Robert Blake. 
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authority-rule method produces a minimum amount of involvement of the 
group. Hence it undermines the potential quality of the implementation of 
the decision. 

I have often sat in meetings where the chairman has decided 
something after listening to the group for a few minutes, but where the 
action taken proved to be somehow out of line with what the chairman 
wanted. Upon later reconstruction it turned out that the group either 
misunderstood the decision or did not agree with it in the first place, and 
hence was neither able nor motivated to carry it out effectively. 

3. Decision by Minority. One of the commonest complaints of group 
members is that they “feel railroaded” in reference to some decision. 
Usually this feeling results from one, two, or three people employing 
tactics which produce action and therefore must be considered decisions, 
but which are taken without the consent of the majority. 

A single person can “railroad” a decision, particularly if he is in some 
kind of chairmanship role, by not giving opposition an opportunity to 
build up. Let us take an example pertaining to a decision as to how the 
group should work. The chairman says: “I think the way to go at this is to 
each state our opinion on the topic to see where we all stand. Now my 
own opinion is ...” Once he has given his own opinion, he turns to the 

man on his right and says; “What do you think, Harry_?” When Harry 

has spoken, the chairman points to the next man and the group is off, 
having made in effect a decision about how it is going to go about its 
work. Yet no one agreed to this method of work, except the initiator. 
Another similar tactic is to say, “Well, we all seem to be agreed, so let’s go 
ahead with John’s idea,” even though the careful observer may have 
detected that only John, the chairman, and maybe one other person has 
spoken favorably about the idea. The others have remained silent. If the 
chairman is asked how he concluded there was agreement, chances are that 
he will say, “Silence means consent, doesn’t it? Everyone had a chance to 
voice opposition.” If the group members are interviewed later, it 
sometimes is discovered that an actual majority was against John’s idea, 
but that each one hesitated to speak up because he thought that all the 
other silent ones were for it. They too were trapped by “silence means 
consent.” 

Finally, a common form of minority rule is for two or more members 
to come to quick and powerful agreement on a course of action, to 
challenge the group with a quick “Does anyone object?”, and, if no one 
raises his voice in two seconds, to proceed with “Let’s go ahead, then.” 
4gain the trap is the assumption that silence means consent. 
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The process consultant plays an important role with respect to these 
first three decision-making methods primarily because they are rarely 
labeled as decision-making methods in the first place. Yet a great many 
group decisions, particularly pertaining to the important issue of group 
procedures, rules of order, and the like, are made in these rather rapid 
ways. For a group member to challenge such proceedings, to say “We 
don’t really agree,” is often seen as blocking; hence there are strong 
pressures on group members to stay silent and let things take their course, 
even though they are not in agreement. 

The process consultant must first make the group aware of decisions 
which it has made and the methods by which it has made them; then he 
must try to get the group to assess whether they feel that these methods 
were appropriate to the situation. For example, the members might well 
agree that the chairman did railroad the decision, but they feel that this 
was appropriate because they were short of time, and knew that someone 
needed to make that decision quickly so that the group could get on with 
more important things. 

On the other hand, the group mi^t decide that a decision such as 
having each person in turn state his point of view introduces an element of 
formality and ritual into the group which undermines its ability to build 
creatively on ideas already advanced. The group might then wish to choose 
a different method of idea production. The important thing is to legitimize 
such process discussion and to have some observations available in case the 
group is finding it difficult to discern what the consultant is talking about. 
The principle of having the group attempt to generate its own observations 
first still applies, however. 

4. Decision by Majority Rule: Voting andjor Polling, We come next to 
more familiar decision-making procedures, those which are often taken for 
granted as applying to any group situation because they reflect our 
political system. One simple version is to poll everyone’s opinion following 
some period of discussion, and, if some majority feels the same way, to 
assume that that is the decision. The other method is the more formal one 
of stating a clear alternative and asking for votes in favor of it, votes 
against it, and abstentions. 

On the surface this method seems completely sound, but surprisingly 
often it turns out that decisions made by this method are not well 
implemented even by the group that made the decision. What is wrong? 
If one can get the group to discuss its process, or if one interviews mem¬ 
bers of the minority, it turns out that two kinds of p^cholc^ical barriers 
exist. 
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1. The minority member often feels that there was an insufficient 
period of discussion for him to really get his point of view across; 
hence he feels misunderstood and sometimes resentful; 

2. The minority member often feels that the voting has created two 
camps within the group, that these camps are now in win-lose 
competition, that his camp lost the first round but that it is just a 
matter of time until it can regroup, pick up some support, and win 
the next time a vote comes up. 

In other words, voting creates coalitions, and the preoccupation of the 
losing coalition is not how to implement what the majority wants, but 
how to win the next battle. 

If voting is to be used, the group must be sure that it has created a 
climate in which members feel they have had their day in court, and where 
members feel obligated to go along with the majority decision. A key role 
for the process consultant is to highlight for the group what the pitfalls of 
each method are and to get enough discussion of group climate to ensure 
that the group will choose an appropriate decision-making strategy. 

5. Decision by Consensus, One of the most effective but also most 
time-consuming methods of group decision-making is to seek consensus. It 
is important to understand that consensus, as I will define it, is not the 
same thing as unanimity. Rather, it is a state of affairs where communica¬ 
tions have been sufficiently open, and the group climate has been 
sufficiently supportive, to make everyone in the group feel that he has had 
his fair chance to influence the decision. Someone then tests for the “sense 
of the meeting,” carefully avoiding formal procedures like voting. If there 
is a clear alternative which most members subscribe to, and if those who 
oppose it feel they have had their chance to influence, then a consensus 
exists. Operationally it would be defined by the fact that those members 
who would not take the majority alternative, nevertheless understand it 
clearly and are prepared to support it. It is a psychological state which 
might be described as follows: 

“I understand what most of you would like to do. I personally would 
not do that, but I feel that you understand what my alternative 
would be. I have had sufficient opportunity to sway you to my point 
of view but clearly have not been able to do so. Therefore, I will 
gladly go along with what most of you wish to do.” 

In order to achieve such a condition, time must be allowed by the 
group for all members to state their opposition and to state it fully enough 
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to get the feeling that others really do understand them. This condition is 
essential if they are later to free themselves of the preoccupation that they 
could have gotten their point of view across if others had only understood 
what they really had in mind. Only by careful listening to the opposition 
can such feelings be forestalled, and effective group decisions reached. 

The process consultant can help the group to determine what kinds 
of decisions should be made by conserisus. Which decisions are important 
enough to warrant the effort? One guideline he might suggest is that 
procedural decisions, those which pertain to how the group works, are the 
ones where it is most important that everyone be on board; hence these 
should probably be made by consensus. The group might decide to give 
complete authority to the chairman, or it might decide to try for very 
informal discussion procedures, or it might wish to brainstorm some ideas. 
But whatever is decided, it should be completely clear to everyone, and 
there should not be residual feelings of being misunderstood or desires to 
sabotage the group procedure. Unfortunately, this is the kind of decision 
that most often is made by minorities, costing the group untold hours of 
wasted effort because of low morale, lack of involvement, and lack of 
clarity in communication. 

6. Decision by Unanimous Consent The logically perfect but least 
attainable kind of decision is where everyone truly agrees on the course of 
action to be taken. Por certain key kinds of decisions it may be necessary 
to seek unanimity, but for most important ones consensus is enough, if it 
is real consensus. The process consultant can help the group here by 
pointing out that the group may be setting too high a standard for itself in 
some cases. Unanimity is not always necessary, and may be a highly 
inefficient way to make decisions. The important thing is to take some 
time to agree on which method to use for what kinds of tasks and in what 
kinds of situations. 

A Final Thought 

Often the method of decision making is simply announced to the group by 
the convener or chairman. If this is the case, the process consultant must 
try to determine whether or not the group is comfortable with the method 
being used, and, if not, must find an opportunity to raise with the 
chairman the issue of whether he should permit some discussion by the 
group of how to handle the decision-making area, in my experience, 
chairmen often tend to feel threatened by such discussion because they 
fear that they will lose control of the group, and that disorder and chaos 
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will result. One way to reassure them is by pointing out that different 
ways of making decisions do not necessarily imply a disorderly com¬ 
munication process. If the process consultant can provide some viable 
alternatives, he can often get the chairman to experiment with different 
methods, and draw his own conclusions. 

SUMMARY 

Problem-solving can be thought of as consisting of two cycles, one of 
which involves primarily discussion and the other primarily action-taking. 
The first cycle consists of the phases of problem identification and 
formulation, idea or proposal generation, and idea or proposal testing 
through attempting to forecast consequences. The most difficult stage is 
that of identifying and formulating what is really the problem; often this 
stage requires additional diagnostic effort. 

The second cycle involves action planning, action steps, and 
evaluation of outcomes. The action planning is itself a problem-solving 
process and should be treated as such. The major difficulty in the total 
cycle is making the transition from cycle 1 to cycle 2 if different parties 
are involved. Those who have to implement the decisions should be 
involved in making them at the earliest possible stage. 

The decision process itself can be handled by 

1. lack of group response; 

2. authority rule; 

3. minority rule; 

4. majority rule; 

5. consensus; and/or 

6. unanimity. 

It is important for a group to become aware of these different 
decision-making methods and to learn to choose an appropriate method 
for the kind of task or decision it is working on. 
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GROUP NORMS AND GROUP GROWTH 


GROUP NORMS 

An important area for process observation is the kind of norms which 
develop in a group and the incidents around which norms develop. Norms 
are not easy to define or to identify in group process, yet they are very 
influential in determining member behavior and feelings, and part of this 
influence derives from their relative ‘‘invisibility.” 

A norm can be defined as a set of assumptions or expectations held 
by the members of a group or organization concerning what kind of 
behavior is right or wrong, good or bad, appropriate or inappropriate, 
allowed or not allowed. Norms are usually not articulated spontaneously, 
but members can state them if they are asked to. For example, some 
norms might be stated as follows: 

“We should not swear or use foul language in this group.” 

“We should get to meetings on time.” 

“We should not challenge or question the statements of the chairman 

of the group.” 

“We should be informal with each other.” 

“Everyone in the group should participate and make a contribution.” 

“We should reach consensus and not fall back on voting.” 

“We should not start the meeting until all the members are present.” 
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Those norms which are open, verbalized, or even written down function as 
the rules and regulations of the group and can for this purpose be called 
explicit norms. Those which are unspoken can be thought of as implicit 
norms. We know they are there from observing member reactions when 
they are violated: shocked silence, rebuke, Dutch-uncle talks, and the like. 

Norms are powerful controls on our behavior. If they are violated, 
members are rebuked, punished in subtle ways, and ultimately ostracized 
or expelled from the group. 

How do norms come about? One of the key sources of norms is our 
past experience in groups. We bring this past experience into the present 
and make the assumption that present groups should function more or less 
by the same rules as our past groups have. If past experience does not offer 
guidelines for the present situation, norms tend to form around the 
handling of critical incidents. For example, let us assume that one of the 
members strongly challenges the authority of the chairman by complaining 
about the manner in which the group is being run. An incident has been 
created. What the group does in the next few moments will determine to a 
large extent its future norms about handling authority. If the chairman 
fights back and the group supports him either by joining in the rebuke to 
the challenger or by remaining silent, a norm has been formed that “we 
don’t challenge the authority of the chairman.” If, on the other hand, the 
chairman permits the challenge and encourages others to voice their 
opinions, a norm has been formed that “we talk openly in the group about 
authority issues.” 

The process consultant can help the group by observing closely how 
critical incidents are handled, and by trying to infer the kinds of norms 
which the group is building for itself. If the group later engages in some 
process analysis of its own, the consultant can help the group to identify 
and reconstruct its own norms, and to test for itself whether or not the 
norms are helpful or constitute a barrier to effective action. For example, 
a group may discover that it has built up a norm of people speaking only 
when called on for an opinion. The group may feel that this formal mode 
of operation is getting in the way of good idea production. Having 
identified the norm, the group can then set about to change it explicitly to 
bring it into line with their feelings about how the group should operate. 

The group may also discover that explicit and implicit norms tend to 
counteract each other. For example, there may be an explicit norm to say 
exactly what is on your mind, but an implicit norm that one must not 
contradict the ideas of certain powerful people in the group; there may be 
an explicit norm that all members of the group are equal and have an equal 
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voice in the discussion, but an implicit norm that higher-status people in 
the group should speak first and that others should try to go along with 
their point of view. Norms such as this can be very subtle in their 
operation, and the process consultant must be able to identify concrete 
examples if the group is to learn to observe the effects of such norms for 
itself. 

CRITERIA FOR GROUP GROWTH 

Relationships and groups do develop and grow from early stages of 
“getting acquainted” to mature stages of effective, smooth functioning. It 
is often difficult, however, for a group to realize that it has developed and 
grown, because the criteria of growth are usually not well defined. The 
observer-consultant can be most helpful in identifying for the group some 
of the ways in which it has developed and matured. 

There is no single criterion which can be universally applied to test 
the degree of maturity of a group, but there are a number of dimensions 
along which the group can assess itself in order to identify where it has 
grown and where it may still need further development. These dimensions 
can be put into a simple self-rating questionnaire which the members can 
fill out periodically to determine how they feel about each dimension and 
how these feelings change over time. A sample of such a questionnaire is 
shown in Figure 6.1. 

The dimensions shown in the questionnaire derive from some basic 
criteria of maturity which parallel criteria developed for individual 
maturity. These can be stated as follows: 


1. Does the group have the capacity to deal realistically with its 
environment and is it independent of its environment to an optimal 
degree? 

2. Is there a basic agreement within the group about ultimate goals and 
values? 

3. Is there in the group a capacity for self-knowledge? Does the group 
understand why it does what it does? 

4. Is there an optimum use of the resources available within the group? 

5. Does the group have the capacity to learn from its experience? Can it 
assimilate new information and respond flexibly to it? 



A MATURE GROUP POSSESSES: 


1. Adequate mechanisms for getting feedback: 



Poor feedback 1_ 

2 3 4 

_5 

Excellent feedback 


mechanisms 

Average 


mechanisms 

2. 

Adequate decision making procedure: 




Poor decision 1_ 

2 3 4 

_5 

Very adequate deci¬ 


making procedure 

Average 


sion making 

3. 

Optimal cohesion: 





Low cohesion 1 

2 3 4 

-5 

Optimal cohesion 

4. 

Average 

Flexible organization and procedures: 



Very inflexible 1 

2 3 4 

-5. 

Very flexible 

5. 

Average 

Maximum use of member resources: 



Poor use of 1_ 

2 3 4 

_5 

Excellent use of 


resources 

Average 


resources 

6. 

Clear communications: 





Poor communi- 1 

2 3 4 


Excellent communi¬ 


cation 

Average 


cation 

7. 

Clear goals accepted by members: 




Unclear goals— 1__ 

2 3 4 


Very clear goals— 


not accepted 

Average 


accepted 

8. 

Feelings of interdependence with authority persons: 


No interdepen- 1 

2 3 4 


High interdepen¬ 


dence 

Average 


dence 

9. 

Shared participation in leadership functions: 



No shared 1 

2 3 4 


High shared 


participation 

Average 


participation 

10. 

Acceptance of minority views and persons: 



No acceptance 

2 3 4 


High acceptance 


Average 

Pig. 6.1 Criteria of group maturity. 
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6. Is there an integration of the group’s internal processes-communica- 
tion, decision-making, distribution of authority and influence, and 
norms? 

No group is going to achieve some perfect level on all of these 
dimensions. The major usefulness of the dimensions is that they permit the 
group to study its own progress over time and to identify weak spots in its 
operation. They also enable the group to gain confidence by noting 
progress along one or more dimensions. As I stated above, the process 
consultant can often help best by noting and reporting such progress to 
the group. 

SUMMARY 

The origin, fimction, and meaning of group norms were discussed. I tried 
to highlight the importance which norms have in the life of the group, 
making norms and their formation one of the key things for the process 
consultant to keep close track of. Some dimensions or criteria for the 
growth and development of a group were also discussed, and a special role 
for the consultant identified as encouraging a group to analyze how it had 
grown, since this process is often invisible to the group members. 



7 

LEADERSHIP AND AUTHORITY 


The area of leadership and authority serves as a kind of bridge between 
group processes and intergroup or organizational processes. Manners have 
the power not only to influence what goes on in their immediate 
interpersonal surroundings, but to set up organizational structures and 
reward systems which wOl determine a whole variety of other process 
events such as who communicates with whom, who feels cooperative and 
who feels competitive, how motivated subordinates down the line will be, 
and so on. 

MANAGERIAL ASSUMPTIONS 

In my book Organizational Psychology^ I identified four basic sets of 
assumptions which have been reflected in managerial theory and which 
determine managerial or leadership behavior: 

L Rational-economic Man, This set of assumptions, closely paralleling 
McGregor’s Theory X, is built on the view that man works for money, that 
he must be motivated and controlled by economic incentives, and that, 
being lazy, without managerial effort he would basically do nothing. 
Therefore, the leader must motivate, must organize, must control, and, in 
effect, must bear the responsibility and burden of his subordinates’ 
performance. 
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2. Social Man. This set of assumptions is built on the view that man’s 
basic needs are to have good relationships with both fellow workers and 
supervisors. The leader must therefore set up a congenial work situation, 
must care about his men, must understand their needs and go to bat for 
them, and must establish close and harmonious relations with them. 

3. Self actualizing Man. This set of assumptions is built on the view that 
man has a hierarchy of needs and, as lower-order needs are satisfied, 
higher-order needs come into play, culminating in man’s need to use all of 
his potential and thereby to “actualize” himself. The leader must therefore 
provide adequate challenge, a work situation which permits subordinates 
to use their talents fully, and enough understanding of his men to know 
when and how to challenge them. There is no need to control and 
motivate men. The motivation is already there waiting to be released and 
the capacity for self-control is also already present within man. This set of 
assumptions is closely parallel to McGregor’s Theory Y. 

4. Complex Man. This set of assumptions is buUt on the view that men 
are different from each other and that they change and grow in their 
motives as well as in knowledge and skills. Therefore, a man can start out 
being rational-economic but can learn to be self-actualizing. It will depend 
upon the organization, his personality, and a whole host of other factors. 
The leader must be a good diagnostician in order to know what the 
motivations and abilities of his subordinates actually are, and must be 
flexible enough to provide different kinds of leadership for different 
people. 

The process consultant often has the opportunity to observe a 
manager in action. He can see him handle people, run groups, issue written 
memoranda, and think out loud. One way the consultant can attempt to 
interpret what he hears and observes is to ask himself what underlying 
assumptions about people the manager holds, and how these assumptions 
are in turn influencing the manager’s leadership style. As opportunities 
arise to discuss issues, the consultant can then direct the manager s 
thinking to his own assumptions. The consultant can provide observations 
and help the manager to interpret the implications of his own behavior. 

For example, I have spent some time with a manager who told me 
that he wants his immediate subordinates to take more initiative in 
running their own operations. A little while later he showed me a list of 
nineteen (!!) questions which he had asked of one of these subordinates 
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about a proposal which this particular person had made. I asked the 
manager whether he thought there was any inconsistency between the 
messages he was sending to his subordinate: “Take more initiative” and, at 
the same time, “Here are nineteen things you had better think about 
before you act.” 

After some further exploration, it turned out that the manager really 
didn’t trust his subordinates to the extent he professed. His elaborate 
questioning attitude was a clear signal of this mistrust. Consequently 
subordinates behaved very cautiously. Only after some real exploration of 
his own behavior did the manager realize that ideally he wanted initiative, 
but in practice he wanted pretty tight control. Once he recognized these 
feelings in himself he became less upset over the cautious behavior of his 
subordinates. 

Another example illustrates a more far-reaching organizational 
phenomenon. A company president who prides himself on creating a 
climate in which engineers and other professionals really feel challenged by 
their work was told that the company’s internal communications system 
was being overused and costing too much. He verified the fact of the high 
costs and then instructed his office manager to issue a memorandum which 
turned out to be very punitive and rather supercilious in its tone. It was as 
if it had been written either for very stupid or very recalcitrant people. 
The president asked me what I thought of it, prior to his sending it out. 

The ensuing discussion was aimed at helping this man see the 
inconsistency between a climate in which people were treated as 
professionals and a memorandum which treated them as if they were 
recalcitrant children. I argued that if the memorandum went out in its 
original form, the communications system mi^t indeed be used less but 
the climate of professionalism might be irreparably damaged. The 
president would be sending out a message which implied that he didn’t 
really trust his people at all, something which would have been quite 
inconsistent with his actual feelings. Being unused to thinking in terms of 
total organizational effects of managerial communications, he did not 
initially see the inconsistency. Once he saw it, he could choose the kind of 
message he was willing to have go out to his organization. 

Many managers are, of course, truly ambivalent. They want to trust 
people and they send signals accordingly; at the same time they are afraid 
to trust them and unwittingly send out other signals which imply mistrust. 
The process consultant can help best by encouraging self-examination, so 
that the ambivalence itself comes to be recognized as a real feeling. The 
manager can then choose whether to lean in one direction or the other, or 
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to continue to be ambivalent. But whatever course he now chooses, he 
does so with some insight into the probable effects of his behavior on the 
people around him. 

STYLES OF DECISION-MAKING 

We have previously referred to the different means by which growps make 
decisions. Looking at this process from the perspective of the manager, we 
can now analyze what options are open to him when he must initially 
structure an interpersonal situation. This issue applies to staff meetings, to 
task forces, or to any kind of situation where some people are brought 
together for the eventual solution of a problem. The most useful 
formulation of the action alternatives available to the manager has been 
provided by Tannenbaum and Schmidt (1958). They identify a basic 
dimension which runs from total leader autocracy on one end to total 
group autonomy on the other end (see Fig. 7.1). At one extreme the 
leader makes the decision and simply announces it to the others involved; 
at the other extreme the leader states the ultimate target to be achieved 
but gives the group complete freedom in how to achieve it. 

Most managers recognize these extremes readily. What they are less 
likely to recognize is that there are a number of in-between positions and 
that the leader can choose different positions at different times. For 
example, he can make the decision himself but make a real effort to 
explain and sell it to others. He can retain the power to make the decision 
but can tell the group what his ideas are and invite comment prior to 
making the decision. Still further along on the continuum, he can present 
the problem and invite ideas and alternatives from the group prior to 
making a decision, or he can let the group know of several alternatives 
among which they might choose. He can state some limits outside of 
which the group may not go, but permit the group to decide within those 
limits. And he can vary his behavior from one decision to the next. 

What factors will determine the appropriate position for any given 
managerial situation? Tannenbaum and Schmidt identify three sets of 
forces which should be considered: 


1. forces in the leader himself; 

2. forces in the subordinates; and 

3. forces in the situation. 
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Fig. 7.1 A continuum of leadership behavior. ♦ 


The forces in the leader are things like his value system, his confidence in 
the group, his own natural inclinations or style, and the security he feels in 
the situation. Forces in the group would be things like their prior 
experience in making decisions, their actual competence, their tolerance 
for ambiguity, their ability to become involved in the problem, and their 
expectations and need for growth. Forces in the situation would be things 
like the amount of time pressure, the type of problem which is to be 
solved, and the type of organization in which the process is occurring. 

The process consultant can be most useful in helping the manager see 
the alternatives available to him and in helping him make a diagnosis of the 
various forces which have been outlined. There are no right or wrong 
assumptions about people in the abstract and there is no right or wrong 
leadership style in the abstract. The problem for the manager is to make an 
accurate diagnosis and to choose a course of action appropriate to that 
diagnosis. 


Tannenbaum, R., and Schmidt, H. W., “How to choose a leadership pattern.” 
Harv. Bus. Rev., March-Apiii, 1958. 
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It should be noted that the kind of leadership/managership theory 
which I am espousing says relatively little about the traits or characteristics 
of the leader. I do not believe that there is some magic set of traits which 
can be identified in all leaders, nor do I believe that all leadership/man- 
agerial situations call for the same mix of traits. The unique requirements 
for being a good president may be quite different from the requirements 
for a good vice-president. The production manager often has to be a very 
different type of person from a sales manager or a research manager. Each 
has to be a leader, but what he must do to lead effectively varies with the 
job and the situation. 

Given the above ideas, the process consultant cannot really help a 
company to identify who should be in what job or who should be 
promoted. Indeed, his initial psychological contract with the organization 
would probably preclude involvement in such activities. On the other 
hand, the consultant might be most useful by helping a manager to think 
through whether his own traits, values, motives, and temperament are 
suited for a particular kind of leadership position he is in or aspires to be 
in. If he has observed the manager in action, he can certainly provide 
observations which may help the manager to think more clearly about his 
own style and to select a leadership pattern which fits him best. If he finds 
incompatibilities between job demands and his personal style, he can then, 
on his own, seek a niche where his style matches job requirements better. 


SUMMARY 

Leadership or managership has been identified as a highly variable kind of 
behavior which depends upon the person, his subordinates, the nature of 
the job requirements, and the kind of problem situation to be dealt with. 
Therefore, no easy generalizations can be made about leadership. Two 
ways of increasing understanding about leader behavior were discussed. 
One, the kinds of underlying assumptions which the person makes about 
people will determine how he will lead or manage them. Becoming aware 
of one’s own assumptions is therefore crucial. Two, the leader has a 
number of choices of how tightly to centralize control and how flexible to 
be from one decision to the next. By diagnosing forces in himself, in his 
subordinates, and in the situation, he can increase his flexibility and 
thereby his effectiveness. 
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INTERGROUP PROCESSES 


One of the most important and least studied aspects of organizational 
process is intergroup relations within an organization. It is no longer an 
issue whether or not groups form in organizations. The evidence is 
overwhelming that they do—along formal departmental lines, along 
geographical lines, and in terms of who has to interact with whom in the 
course of getting the work done. It is also well known that groups develop 
norms, that members feel loyal to their groups and adopt the norms, and 
that the goals of different groups sometimes run at cross-purposes with 
each other. 

What is relatively less well known are the consequences of such group 
behavior in terms of costs or benefits to the organization as a whole. For 
example, many managers will argue that they want various departments to 
compete with each other because it improves the level of motivation of 
each group. Other managers will argue that they cannot afford to have 
departments compete with each other because if they did they would not 
produce the best possible joint product. I have heard still other managers 
argue that groups do not have any significant effect on motivation, 
productivity, or morale, and hence can be discounted. 


STUDYING GROUP PROCESSES 

Part of the problem of making sense of this area is that the key processes 
are relatively invisible. If the engineering department has poor relations 
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with the production department, the production men might be motivated 
not to correct errors which they find in the drawings given to them; 
without the excuse of ignorance, therefore, they deliberately produce bad 
products. The ultimately bad product is visible enough, but the lack of 
interest on the part of the production worker (who failed to correct what 
he knew was a fault) is hard to observe; it is a private decision on his part 
not to do something. Similarly, the giving of false information or the 
withholding of information, which typically results from groups 
competing with each other in a win-lose situation, is difficult to observe, 
even when one suspects strongly that it is there. 

The process consultant can use a variety of techniques in an effort to 
learn about such intergroup processes. 

1. He can interview members of each group about their feelings toward 
the other group and can inquire how they translate these feelings into 
overt behavior. 

2. He can try to observe meetings or settings where members of both 
groups are present and assess the degree of openness of communication, 
spirit of cooperation, etc. 

3. He can try to theorize what should happen between the groups and 
check his theories by observing specific situations. For example, if 
relationships are good, he would theorize that errors by one group would 
be sympathetically and helpfully dealt with by the other group. He can 
then try to find an incident where an error occurred and either observe 
what happens, or, if the incident is past, ask what happened at the time. 

4. A final and more complicated method for assessing and working on 
intergroup process is to arrange an intergroup exercise of some sort. One 
model which was developed by Robert Blake involves the following steps: 

a) Each group separately describes its own image of itself and its image 
of the other group. 

b) Through representatives these images are then reported by each group 
to the other. Both groups now have some new data about how they 
are perceived by each other. 

c) The next stage is not to react, but to meet separately to consider 
what kind of behavior on the part of each group may have led to the 
image which the other group holds. 
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d) These behavioral hypotheses are then shared and discussed openly by 
both groups. 

e) In the final stage the groups work together toward reducing the 
discrepancy between self-image and the image held by the other 
group, by planning how to relate differently toward each other in 
future contacts. 

If this process is used it brings both groups into the common task of 
exploring why discrepancies of perceptions exist, and thus reduces the 
competitive task each group faces in trying to outdo the other group and 
show up well with the rest of the organization or higher-level authorities. 

It is particularly important for the high-level manager to understand 
intergroup processes because he often has the choice of whether to reward 
competition, collaboration, or complete independence. Since the com¬ 
monest tendency appears to be to arrange competitive conditions, the 
process consultant must often attempt to get across some of the possible 
consequences of competition before the win-lose situation arises. These 
consequences have been derived from laboratory and field experiments 
and can be reliably reproduced in exercises which involve two groups in 
win-lose competition. 

Before a decision is reached what happens within and between the 
competing groups? 


What Happens Within Each Competing Group? 

1. Each group becomes more closely knit and elicits greater loyalty 
from its members; members close ranks and bury some of their 
internal differences. 

2. Group climate changes from informal, casual, playful, to work- and 
task-oriented; concern for members’ psychological needs declines 
while concern for task accomplishment increases. 

3. Leadership patterns tend to change from more democratic toward 
more autocratic; the group becomes more willing to tolerate 
autocratic leadership. 

4. Each group becomes more highly structured and organized. 

5. Each group demands more loyalty and conformity from its members 
in order to be able to present a “solid front.” 
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What Happens Between the Competing Groups? 

1. Each group begins to see the other groups as the enemy, rather than 
merely a neutral object. 

2. Each group begins to experience distortions of perception: it tends to 
perceive only the best parts of itself, denying its weaknesses, and 
tends to perceive only the worst parts of the other group, denying its 
strengths. Each group is likely to develop a negative stereotype of the 
other (“they don’t play fair the way we do”). 

3. Hostility toward the other group increases while interaction and 
communication with the other group decrease; thus it becomes easier 
to maintain negative stereotypes and more difficult to correct 
perceptual distortions. 

4. If the groups are forced into interaction—for example, if they are 
forced to listen to representatives plead their own and the others’ 
cause in reference to some task—each group is likely to listen more 
closely to their own representative and not to listen to the 
representative of the other group, except to find fault with his 
presentation; in other words, group members tend to listen only for 
that which supports their own position and stereotype. 

After a decision has been rendered what happens to the winner and loser? 

What happens to the winner? 

1. Winner retains its cohesion and may become even more cohesive. 

2. Winner tends to release tension, lose its fighting spirit, become 
complacent, casual, and playful (the “fat and happy” state). 

3. Winner tends toward high intragroup cooperation and concern for 
members’ needs, and low concern for work and task accomplishment. 

4. Winner tends to be complacent and to feel that winning has 
confirmed the positive stereotype of itself and the negative stereo¬ 
type of the “enemy” group; there is little basis for reevaluating 
perceptions, or reexamining group operations in order to learn how 
to improve them. 

What happens to the loser? 

1. If the situation permits because of some ambiguity in the decision 
(say, if judges have rendered it or if the game was close), there is a 
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strong tendency for the loser to deny or distort the reality of losing; 
instead, the loser will find psychological escapes like “the judges were 
biased,*’ “the judges didn’t really understand our solution,” “the 
rules of the game were not clearly explained to us,” “if luck had not 
been against us at the one key point, we would have won,” and so on. 

2. If the defeat is accepted, the losing group tends to splinter, 
unresolved conflicts come to the surface, and fights break out, all in 
the effort to find a cause for the loss. 

3. Loser is more tense, ready to work harder, and desperate to find 
someone or something to blame—the leader, the group itself, the 
judges who decided against them, the rules of the game (the “lean 
and hungry” state). 

4. Loser tends toward low intragroup cooperation, low concern for 
members* needs, and high concern for recouping by working harder. 

5. Loser tends to learn a lot about itself as a group because the positive 
stereotype of itself and the negative stereotype of the other group are 
upset by the loss, forcing a reevaluation of perceptions; as a 
consequence, the loser is likely to reorganize and become more 
cohesive and effective, once the loss has been accepted realistically. 

It is far easier to prevent reactions and feelings such as these by not 
arranging a competitive reward structure in the first place, than it is to 
undo them once they have become established. The process consultant 
must find ways of bringing relevant data to the attention of the manager 
so that he can see for himself that a motivational system which seems 
sound can have pitfalls in it. If the situation has become competitive and 
destructive, remedial measures such as those mentioned at the beginning of 
this chapter may have to be tried. 

OTHER ORGANIZATIONAL PROCESSES. 

The process consultant finds himself, through his observation of mana- 
gerial behavior, witness to a variety of other organizational processes 
besWes the ones we have looked at. For example, he sees how managerial 
decisions in the areas of accounting, budgeting, and controlling will signal 
to the organization the degree to which subordinates are or are not 
trusted. The manner in which managers administer performance-appraisal 
plans or bonus plans also communicates a great deal about their 
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assumptions, and therefore has an immediate as well as long-range effect 
on the organization. The kind of career planning which is done, the use of 
training or development activities, the policies for recruitment and job 
placement, all have implications for how people will feel, how they will 
relate to each other, and how they will carry out their work. 

It is beyond the scope of this volume to treat each of these process 
areas in detail. For the present I merely wish to note that there are a 
variety of other processes to which the consultant must pay attention and 
which he must assess if he is to help the organization become more 
effective. I have deliberately concentrated on the more immediate kinds of 
process which one sees in face-to-face relations because these are the most 
accessible and the most likely to produce important behavior change. If 
organization members can change their behavior in their immediate 
relations, this will inevitably produce more far-reaching effects organiza¬ 
tionally. Even more important, if managers can learn how to diagnose 
organizational processes better, they can continue to modify their 
behavior after the consultant is no longer present. 

SUMMARY 

We have looked briefly at some intergroup and total organizational 
processes. Of especial importance are the conditions which are set up for 
groups within organizations leading to competition or collaboration. The 
problems of internal competition were spelled out, and it was noted how 
much more difficult it is to undo these effects than to avoid them in the 
first place. The process consultant must play an active role in encouraging 
managers to think through their approach to intergroup relations. 



.RT2 

TERVENTION 


far in this book I have concentrated on the diagnosis of organizational 
Dcess. In providing examples, I have referred to some of the kinds of 
3cess interventions which the consultant can make. In Part 2 of this 
ok I would like to reverse the focus and concentrate primarily on the 
ategy and tactics of intervention, with the diagnostic focus being 
:ondary. In other words, how and by what criteria does the process 
isultant enter and manage a relationship with his client, and what action 
jps can he and does he take to achieve the goals of the consultation 
Dcess? 

In answering these kinds of questions I will draw more heavily on 
je examples from my own consulting experience, and will give as much 
ailed case information as I can. In order to maintain confidentiality, I 
/e disguised the identities of the clients, but have tried to preserve the 
:ence of what was going on. As the reader will note, the area of 
;ervention and the criteria for managing a client-consultant relationship 
; not nearly as well worked out as the areas of interpersonal behavior 
1 group functioning which have been previously discussed. I will try to 
as open as I can be about what actually were my criteria for action, but 
3se criteria should not, at this stage of the development of the field, be 
wed as general principles. 

xE STAGES OF PROCESS CONSULTATION 

. may list the stages of a process-consultation cycle as follows, but we 
ist recognize that they interact and overlap with each other. 
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1. Initial contact with the client organization; 

2. Defining the relationship, formal contract, and psychological con¬ 
tract; 

3. Selecting a setting and a me thod of work; 

4. Data gathering and diagnosis; 

5. Intervention; 

6. Reducing involvement; 

7. Termination. 

It must be emphasized that these stages are not very easily defined in 
terms of periods of time. Rather they are logically distinct areas which the 
consultant must work on. Some of the stages (for example, diagnosis and 
intervention) go on simultaneously. Some stages, like defining the 
psychological contract, are perpetual in the sense that they are constantly 
being reviewed and revised. 

In Chapter 9, I will discuss the manner in which initial contact is 
made between the client organization and the consultant, and how this 
leads to an exploratory meeting of some sort. Many consultation efforts 
terminate at this stage because either the organization or the consultant 
does not wish to pursue matters. During the exploratory meeting the main 
work is to begin to establish a relationship and to define both a formal and 
a psychological contract. If a satisfactory initial relationship is formed, the 
process continues with the selection of a setting and a method of work. 
This process will be discussed in Chapter 10. 

Chapter 11 will focus on some of the methods by which the 
consultant gathers data in trying to develop a diagnosis of what is going 
on, and Chapter 12 will discuss in detail some of the methods of 
intervention which are available to the consultant. Though these chapters 
imply that diagnosis and intervention are separate processes, it must never 
be forgotten that every diagnostic step is an intervention of some sort, and 
every intervention reveals further data. The separation of these stages is 
therefore a purely conceptual one. 

Chapter 13 will deal with the problem of how to reduce involvement 
and terminate a relationship when the consultation process is no longer 
serving a useful function for the client system. In Chapter 14,1 will try to 
summarize and lay out some issues for the future. 
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ESTABLISHING CONTACT 
AND DEFINING A RELATIONSHIP 


INITIAL CONTACT WITH THE CLIENT SYSTEM 

Initial contact is made when someone from the client organization 
(contact client) telephones or writes me about some problem which he is 
experiencing or which he perceives in some part of his organization. 
Usually he comes to me for one of a number of reasons: 

a) he has heard somewhere a talk I have given on a topic related to his 
perceived problem; 

b) he has read a paper or book I have written which deals with the 
general area he is concerned about; 

c) he has become acquainted with me during a training program or 
group-dynamics laboratory; 

d) he has been referred to me by a colleague who was approached on the 
basis of (a), (b), or (c) and who could not undertake the project; or 

e) he has been referred by someone else in his own organization or some 
other manager who is acquainted with me in some way. 

The contact client indicates that he perceives a problem which he feels is 
not being solved by normal organizational procedures, or he sees a lack 
which cannot be filled by normal organizational resources. 
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For example, in Case A, the Apex Manufacturing Company, the 
contact client was a divisional manager one level below the president. 
The company is a large manufacturing concern, organized into several 
divisions. The contact client indicated that there were communication 
problems in the top management group resulting from a recent reorganiza¬ 
tion. Because the company expected to grow rapidly in the next several 
years, they felt they should work on these kinds of problems now. 

In Case B, the Boyd Consumer Goods Company, the contact client 
was a member of the personnel department who had known of my 
interests for some time, had had other contacts with professors at the 
Sloan School (M.I.T.), and was interested in finding a consultant to help 
the newly appointed president manage the transition from “traditional” to 
more “modern” techniques of management in his organization. 

In Case C, the Central Chemical Company, a large multidivision 
chemical manufacturing concern, the contact client was a fellow faculty 
member at M.I.T., who had been working with the company and had 
learned that its management wished some additional consultation help in 
instituting a variety of change programs in several of their divisions. This 
company had originally become interested through reading and hearing 
Douglas McGregor, had built a strong internal personnel staff in one of the 
divisions, and had launched a number of very creative internal-change 
programs. The management felt that continual contact with outside 
resources would help the total effort. 

In Case D, The Delta Manufacturing Company, a large manufacturer 
of consumer appliances, the contact client was a member of the company’s 
central personnel staff. He had been working in one of the divisions 
helping various production groups in developing strong interpersonal 
collaboration and team srpirit. When the division director became in¬ 
terested in a similar kind of activity for himself and his staff, he asked the 
inside man to find him a consultant who could work with the group. 

In most such cases, I do not know from the initial contact what the 
real problem is, and therefore only agree to discuss it further at an 
exploratory meeting. If I have some consultation time available, I will 
schedule such a meeting in the near future. If I do not have time, I will 
either ask if the problem can wait or suggest someone else who might be 
able to help. Occasionally I will agree to an exploratory meeting with the 
understanding that if anything comes of it, the work would be done at a 
later time. 

One of the most important criteria for predicting the likelihood that 
a useful consultation relationship will result is the initial relationship 
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formed between contact client and consultant. I find that I evaluate the 
degree of openness, spirit of inquiry, and authenticity of communication 
of the contact client. For example, to evaluate openness, I try to assess the 
responses I get to some of my own questions. If I ask whether the caller is 
willing to sit down and explore things, I look for a response which 
indicates genuine willingness. If the caller seems too certain he already 
knows what is wrong; if he has me miscast as an expert in something which 
I am not expert in; or if he clearly has a misconception of behavioral 
science or organizational psychology,—these are all reasons for caution. If I 
feel the caller wants merely reassurance for some course of action he has 
already embarked on or wants a quick solution for a surface problem, I 
will be reluctant to proceed. 

If none of the barriers described above arises, the exploratory 
meeting becomes the first major diagnostic step toward the establishment 
of a relationship. It should be noted that the kind of evaluation made by 
the process consultant requires that he be relatively indifferent about 
whether or not he ends up with a client. The commercial consultant is at a 
disadvantage because he is trying to sell his services. A process consultant 
should be free of this pressure, so that he can genuinely evaluate whether 
he can be helpful to the client or not. He should be free to turn down 
potential clients who would not benefit from the help. 

As can be seen, process consultation cannot start until someone in 
the organization accepts the assumption that relationships and interper¬ 
sonal processes are important targets for learning. Gaining entry to an 
organization in the role of a process consultant is, therefore, highly 
contingent upon one or more internal people who are willing to expose 
their processes to scrutiny. Often these people have only the vaguest ideas 
of what their problems are; but they sense that all is not as good as it 
could be and invite observation and comment. This spirit of inquiry is an 
essential characteristic of a potentially successful client-consultant rela¬ 
tionship. 

THE EXPLORATORY MEETING: 

DEFINING THE FORMAL AND PSYCHOLOGICAL CONTRACT 

The exploratory meeting usually involves the contact client, one or more 
of his associates, and the consultant. Usually the consultant and contact 
client have decided in a preliminary discussion at a prior time which other 
people should be at the meeting. The criteria for who should be present 
are difficult to define, but some preliminary ones that I think about and 
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jggest to the contact client should be mentioned: 

) someone who is high enough in the organization to be able to 
influence others if he himself is influenced; 

) someone who is generally in tune with the idea of bringing in a 
consultant to help on organizational problems; 

) someone who sees specific problems which require working on; 

.) someone who is familiar with behavioral-science consultants and the 
process-consultation idea. 

)ne should avoid having anyone at these early meetings who is hostile, 
keptical, or totally ignorant of the kinds of service which can be offered 
y the consultant. If one or more such people are present and challenge 
le to prove that I can be of help to them, we are no longer exploring the 
roblem; instead I find myself seduced into a selling role. If I permit 
lyself to get into this role, I am already violating the process-consultation 
lodel of helping others to help themselves. I may persuade them to use 
ome other expert service of mine, but I cannot easily redefine my role as 
rocess consultant.^ 

The exploratory meeting is usually a long lunch or a half-day 
leeting. I usually mention to the contact client that the company should 
)e prepared to pay a consultation fee for the exploratory meeting. The 
ogic of this decision is that process consultation really starts with the 
nitial contact. The kinds of diagnostic questions I ask, the frame of 
eference from which I approach the problem, the sorts of things I observe 
nd react to, all constitute initial interventions which, to some degree, 
nfluence the client’s perception of his own problem. After three or four 
lours of exploration of his company’s problems, the contact client has 
lew perspectives and new insights. At the same time I am sharing my 
carcest resource—time. 

The purposes of the exploratory meeting are: 

i) to determine more precisely what the problem is, 

)) to assess whether my involvement is likely to be of any help to the 
organization. 


[ If the contact starts with members of the client system who are interested in 
lying process consultation, it is often possible at a later stage to design meetings or 
ettings in which the resistant members of the system can be confronted and conflicts 
worked through. 
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c) to assess whether the problem is going to be of interest to me, 

d) to formulate next action steps if the answers to (b) and (c) are 

positive. 

These purposes are usually accomplished by a fairly open-ended 
discussion with the contact client. I usually ask questions which are 
designed to (1) sharpen and highlight aspects of the presented problem, 
and (2) test how open and frank the contact client is willing to be. If I feel 
that there is hedging, unwillingness to be critical of his own organization, 
confusion about his motives, and/or confusion about my potential role as 
consultant, I will be cautious. I will suggest that nothing should be decided 
without more exploration, or I will terminate the relationship if I am 
definitely pessimistic about establishing a good relationship. 

For example, in Case A the contact client was a key manager 
immediately below the president. He spoke openly about his concerns that 
the president needed help in handling certain key people, shared his 
worries that the president and his key subordinates were not in good 
communication, and indicated that recent company history suggested the 
need for some stabilizing force in the organization. I asked him whether 
the president knew he had come to me and what the president’s feelings 
were about bringing in a consultant. The contact client indicated that the 
president as well as other key executives were all in favor of bringing 
someone in to work with them. All saw the need for some outside help. 

In Case B, the exploratory meeting was relatively perfunctory 
because I had already met the president at a management-development 
session run by the company some months earlier at which I was the 
speaker. The meeting consisted of the personnel vice-president, the 
president, and myself, and moved rapidly toward the next stage of actually 
defining the contract, the goals, and the setting in which to work. 

In Case C, the fellow consultant who had recommended me acted as 
go-between and arranged a suitable set of goals and targets for my visit to 
the company. No contact with the company occurred except by some 
correspondence until my first visit. 

In Case D, the exploratory meeting was a lunch with the division 
manager, the inside consultant, and myself. Our purpose was to determine 
whether the division manager and I would “hit it off together,” whether 
we could agree on some reasonable goals for consultation, and how best to 
proceed if things looked promising. 

In each of the above cases the initial exploration led to a favorable 
response on both my part and that of the contact client. To illustrate an 
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unfavorable outcome, in Case E, the Etna Production Company, the 
contact client called me to meet with him and his key personnel group tc 
evaluate a new performance-appraisal program they were planning to 
launch across the whole company. The contact client was the director of 
personnel. The exploratory meeting lasted one day, during which time 
company representatives outlined the proposed program. I questioned a 
number of points which seemed internally inconsistent and found the 
client. becoming obviously defensive. The farther we went into the 
discussion, the clearer it became that the client was completely committed 
to his program and was seeking only reassurance from me. From the way 
in which he reacted to questions and criticisms, it became clear that he was 
not willing to reexamine any part of his program. He did not really want 
an evaluation; hence the relationship was terminated at the end of the one 
day. 

I try to be as open and confronting as I can be during the exploratory 
meeting, partly as a test of how willing the client is to be open, and partly 
to make it clear from the outset how I would define my role as consultant. 
The most important point to get across is that I will not function as an 
expert problem-solver in the traditional consultation role; rather, I will 
attempt to intervene directly in organizational processes as I see the 
opportunity. This point has to be made explicit very early because the 
very entry of the consultant into the organization already constitutes an 
intervention of some magnitude. In other words, I would be deluding 
myself and the client if I said that I might or might not intervene. Rather, 
I have to get him to accept the idea that intervention is fundamental to 
consultation, but that the nature and degree of intervention is dependent 
upon joint diagnosis and joint decision between the client and myself. 

If I feel that the contact client can accept the consultant as an 
intervener in organizational process, and if my relationship with the client 
is progressing comfortably during the exploratory meeting, the discussion 
usually moves toward the defining of the formal and psychological 
contract. 

The contract There are two aspects to the contract: One is the formal 
decision as to how much time will be devoted to consultation, what 
services will be performed, and what form and amount of payment will be 
used; the other aspect concerns the actual “psychological contract”—what 
the client basically expects to gain from the relationship, and what the 
consultant expects to gain. It is important for both client and consultant 
to explore both aspects of the contract, not just the formal ones. 
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On the formal side, I have a simple ground rule. I will work up to a 
certain number of days per month for a flat per diem fee. I do not wish the 
client organization to formally commit itself, nor do I wish to promise a 
continuing relationship. Both parties should be free to terminate the 
agreement at any time if the relationship is no longer satisfactory or 
useful. This mutual freedom to terminate is important to ensure that the 
basis of the relationship is the actual value obtained, not the fulfillment of 
some obligation entered into. 

On the other hand, both the client and consultant should be prepared 
to give as much time to the project as is mutually agreed on as desirable. If 
I have only one day per month available, and the nature of the problem is 
such that more time may be needed by the client, I should obviously not 
begin the consultation in the first place. I try to make a reasonably good 
estimate of how much time the project might take if it goes well, and 
ensure that I have that much time available. For his part, the client should 
budget costs in such a way that if more days are needed, he has the 
resources to pay for them. In no case has anything of this sort ever been 
formalized beyond a letter of terms written by the client. Once we agree 
on the per diem rate, I keep records of the amount of time spent, and send 
monthly bills to the client. 

On the psychological side, I try to assess as early in the relationship as 
possible all the expectations which may be deliberately or unwittingly 
concealed by the client. Beyond work on the presented problem, the client 
may have a variety of other expectations such as the following; The client 
may expect me to give him personal evaluations of people in his 
organization; he may expect me to tell him how to deal with “problem 
people” in his organization; he may expect me to give “expert” opinions 
on how he should handle management problems; he may expect me to 
lend support to some program or decision he has made which he is trying 
to sell to others; and so on. It is important that as many as possible of 
these expectations be revealed early, so that they don’t function as traps 
or sources of disappointment later on if and when I refuse to go along with 
something which the client expects of me. 

On my side, I have to be as clear as I can be in what I expect of the 
organization and of myself in my role as consultant. For example, I expect 
a willingness to diagnose and explore problem issues; I expect a willingness 
to take some time to find out what is going on rather than mshing in 
hastily; I expect to be supported in my suggestions as to how to gather 
data; I expect organization members to be committed to the project, and 
not to be dragging their feet or persisting in a veiled resistance. 
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I also have to state clearly what I will do and what I will not do. For 
example, I have to fully explain the idea that my client is not just the 
contact person or the person of highest rank, but the entire group with 
which I am working, and, by implication, the entire organization. In other 
words, I would not support decisions which I believed would harm the 
hourly employees even if I never talked to any of these employees. 

This concept of the whole group or organization as the client is one 
of the trickiest yet most important aspects of process consultation. In 
observing other consulting firms operating in companies in which I have 
also been working, I have noticed that many of the best firms essentially 
take the president as their client, convince him regarding the program he 
should institute, and then proceed to help him to sell the program to 
others in the organization. 

In contrast, as a process consultant I have found myself to be most 
effective if I can gain the trust of all key parties with whom I am working, 
so that none ever thinks of me as pushing someone else’s ideas. I have 
found that this is quite possible to achieve across several levels of the 
organization. Indeed, in Case A, after many months of working with the 
president and his six key subordinates, I arrived at a point where all of 
them saw me as a potentially useful communication link. They asked me 
quite sincerely to report to each one the feelings or reactions of others 
whenever I learned anything I felt should be passed on. At the same time 
they were quite open with me about each other, knowing that I might well 
pass on any opinions or reactions they voiced to me. They did not want 
me to treat everything as confidential because they trusted me and each 
other enough. 

This case was of great interest because of my own feeling that my 
having to serve as carrier of this type of information was not an ideal role 
for me, and reflected an insufficient ability on their part to tell each other 
things directly. Hence I took two courses of action. First, I tried as much 
as possible to train each man to tell others in the group directly what he 
thougjit about an issue. At the same time, I intervened directly in their 
process by passing on information and opinions if I felt this would aid the 
working situation. 

A simple yet critical event will illustrate what I mean. Two members, 
Pete and Joe, did not always communicate freely with each other, partly 
because they felt some rivalry. Pete had completed a study and written a 
report which was to be discussed by the whole group. Three days before 
the report was due, I visited the company and stopped in at Pete’s office 
to discuss the report with him and ask how things were going. He said they 
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were fine, but frankly he was puzzled about why Joe hadn’t come to him 
to look at some of the back-up data pertaining to Joe’s function. Pete felt 
this was just another bit of evidence that Joe did not really respect Pete 
very much. 

An hour or so later I was working with Joe, and raised the issue of 
the report. Joe and his staff were very busy preparing for the meeting but 
nothing was said about looking at the back-up data. When I asked why 
they had not done anything about the data, Joe said that he was sure it 
was private and would not be released by Pete. Joe wanted badly to see it, 
but felt sure that Pete had deliberately not offered it. I decided there was 
no harm in intervening at this point by reporting to Joe how Pete was 
feeling. Joe expressed considerable surprise; and later in the day, he went 
to Pete, who gave him a warm welcome and turned over to him three 
volumes of the data which Joe had been wanting to see and which Pete 
had wanted very much to share with him. I had to judge carefully whether 
I would hurt either Pete or Joe by revealing Pete’s feelings. In this case I 
decided the potential gains outweighed the rides. 

Getting back to setting the proper expectations on the part of the 
company, I have to make it very plain that I will not function as an expert 
resource on human-relations problems, but that I will try to help the group 
solve those problems by providing alternatives and by helping them to 
think through the consequences of various alternatives. I also need to 
stress my expectation that I will gather data primarily by observing 
people in action, not by interviewing and other survey methods (though 
these methods would be used whenever appropriate). Finally, I have to 
point out that I will not be very active, but wiU comment on what is 
happening or give feedback on observations only as I feel it will be helpful 
to the group. 

The fact that I will be relatively inactive is often a problem for the 
group because of their expectation that once they have hired a consultant 
they are entitled to sit back and just listen to him teU them things. To have 
the consultant then spend hours sitting in the group and saying very little 
not only violates this expectation but also creates some anxiety about 
what he is observing. The more I can reassure the group early in the game 
that I am not gathering personal data of a potentially damaging nature, the 
smoother the subsequent observations will go. 

In summary, part of the early exploration with the contact client and 
any associates whom he involves is intended to establish the formal and 
psychological contract which will govern the consultation. As I have 
indicated, I feel there should be no formal contract beyond an agreement 
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on a per diem fee and a potential number of days to be devoted to 
working with the client system. Each party should be free to terminate or 
change the level of involvement at any time. At the psychological contract 
level, it is important to get out into the open as many misconceptions as 
possible, and to try to be as clear as possible about my own style of work, 
aims, methods, and so on. 

A Final and Crucial Point. I reassure the client as much as possible that 
I will stay within the boundaries of the work projects which the group has 
set, and that I will not go into interpersonal areas or group processes unless 
the group first agrees to such exploration. The process consultant should 
not immediately become involved in discussing interpersonal processes 
with his client. Indeed, the client may be quite fearful of such discussions 
and be unwilling to proceed if he feels that he will inevitably find himself 
in a “T-group.” Even though I observe such processes, my early 
interventions tend to stay very much at the level of how the group gets its 
formal work done, sets its agenda, and the like. Hence, my initial working 
agreement with the client is only to observe him and his group at work in 
order to identify potential areas of greater effectiveness and/or areas where 
effectiveness seems to be undermined. 

I also reassure the client that I will not get into the specific content 
of what the group is talking about, but will focus primarily on process 
issues. This ground rule is negotiable at the initiative of either the group or 
the consultant. 
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SELECTING A SETTING AND A METHOD OF WORK 


The final phase of the exploratory meeting or subsequent meetings 
involves the selection of a setting in which to work; the specification of a 
time schedule and a method of work; and preliminary statements about 
goals to be achieved in the particular setting chosen. These decisions are 
crucial because, by implication, they define the immediate client system to 
which the consultant will relate himself. I use a number of general criteria 
for making such decisions. 

THE SETTING 

1. The Choice of What and When to Observe Should Be Worked Out 
Collaboratively with the Client. The process consultant must avoid the 
image of a psychologist wandering around the plant making observations 
about anything that strikes him as needing attention. Instead, the 
consultant should engage in a focused process of observation and feedback 
where both participant and observer have agreed to inquire into the 
interpersonal process for the sake of improving it. 

If the consultant feels the locus of observation should shift, he must 
involve the people who work in this new locus and establish a similar 
contract with them. Since the participants are themselves the targets of the 
process interventions, it is essential that they be involved in the decision to 
try to learn. Without this kind of psychological contract there is at best no 


89 



90 PROCESS CONSULTATION 


readiness to hear what the consultant might have to say, and, at worst, real 
resentment at being observed by an outsider. 

2. The Setting Chosen Should Be as Near the Top of the Organization or 
Client System as Possible, The reasons for beginning observations at the 

‘ highest possible level are two-fold: first, the higher the level, the more 

I likely it is that basic norms, values, and goals can be observed in operation. 
It is the higher levels that set the tone of the organization and ultimately 
determine the criteria for effective organizational functioning. If the 
consultant does not expose himself to these levels, he cannot determine 
what these ultimate norms, goals, and criteria are, and if he does not 
become acquainted with them, he is abdicating his own ethical responsi¬ 
bility. Only if the consultant can personally accept the norms, goals, and 
criteria of the organization can he justify helping the organization to 
achieve them. If the consultant feels that the organization’s goals are 
unethical, immoral, or personally unacceptable for some other reason, he 
can choose to attempt to change them or terminate the relationship, but 
this choice should be made. The consultant should not operate in ignorance 
of what the established authority in the organization is trying to do. 

Second, the higher the level, the greater the payoff on any changes in 
process which are achieved. In other words, if the consultant can help the 
president to learn more about organizational process and to change his 
behavior accordingly, this change in turn is a force on his immediate 
subordinates which sets a chain of influence into motion. The more 
general way to put this point is to say that the consultant should seek that 
setting or group of people which he considers to be potentially most 
influential on the rest of the organization. Usually this turns out to be the 
top executive group. 

3. The Setting Chosen Should Be One in Which It Is Easy to Observe 
Interpersonal and Group Processes. Often this turns out to be a weekly or 
monthly staff meeting, or some regularly scheduled activity in which two 
or more of the members of the key group being observed transact business 
together. It is important to observe processes among the members, not just 
between individual members and the process consultant. For this reason, a 
survey or interview methodology is only a stopgap measure. Ultimately, 
the consultant must have access to a situation where the organization’s 
members are dealing with each other in their usual fashion. 

4. The Setting Chosen Should Be One in Which Real Work Is Going On. 
The consultant should avoid the situation where a group initially agrees to 
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meet with him only to discuss their interpersonal relations. Such a meeting 
would be appropriate after a relationship had developed between the 
group and the consultant but would be premature before. The group 
cannot as yet trust the consultant enough to really have an open discussion 
of interpersonal relations, and the consultant does not yet have enough 
observational data to be able to help the group in such a discussion. 
Regular committee or work-group meetings are ideal, on the other hand, 
because the consultant not only sees the organization members in a more 
natural role, but learns what sort of work the members are concerned 
about. At later intervention stages, it is much easier to link observations to 
real work behavior, and it is much more likely that real changes will occur 
in members if they can relate process observations to work events. 

METHOD OF WORK 

1. The Method of Work Chosen Should Be As Congruent A s Possible with 
the Values Underlying Process Consultation, Thus observation, informal 
interviewing, and group discussions would be congruent with: 

1. the idea that the consultant does not already have pat answers or 
standard “expert” solutions, and 

2. the idea that the consultant should be maximally available for 
questioning and two-way communication. 

If the consultant uses methods like questionnaires or surveys, he himself 
remains an unknown quantity to the respondent. As long as he remains 
unknown, the respondent cannot really trust him, and hence cannot really 
answer questions completely honestly. The method of work chosen, 
therefore, should make the consultant maximally visible and maximally 
available for interaction. 

Often I choose to start a consultation project with some interviewing, 
but the purpose of the interview is not so much to gather data as to 
establish a relationship with each of the people who will later be observed. 
The interview is designed to reveal myself 2 iS much as it is designed to learn j 
something about the other person, I will consider the use of questionnaires j 
only after I am well enough known by the organization to be reasonably 
sure that people would trust me enough to give direct and frank answers to 
questions. 

In the Apex Company, the exploratory meeting led to the decision to 
attend one of the regular meetings of the executive committee. At this 
time I was to meet the president and the other key executives to discuss 
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further what could and should be done. At this meeting, I found a lively 
interest in the idea of having an outsider help the group and the 
organization to become more effective. I also found that the group was 
willing to enter an open-ended relationship. I explained as much as I could 
my philosophy of process consultation and suggested that a good way of 
getting further acquainted would be to set up a series of individual 
interviews with each member of the group. At the same time, I suggested 
that I sit in on the weekly half-day meetings of the executive committee. 
The interviews then would occur after several of these meetings. 

At the initial meeting of the group, I was able to observe a number of 
key events. For example, the president, Alex, was very informal but very 
powerful. I got the impression initially (and confirmed it subsequently) 
that the relationships of all the group members to the president would be 
the key issue, with relationships to each other being relatively less 
important. I also got the impression that Alex was a very confident 
individual who would tolerate my presence only as long as he saw some 
value in it; he would have little difficulty in confronting me and 
terminating the relationship if my presence ceased to have value. 

It was also impressive, and turned out to be indicative of a managerial 
style, that Alex did not feel the need to see me alone. He was satisfied 
from the outset to deal with me inside the group. Near the end of the 
initial meeting, I requested a private talk with him to satisfy myself that 
we understood the psychological contract we were entering into. He was 
surprisingly uncomfortable in this one-to-one relationship, had little that 
he wished to impart to me, and did not show much interest in my view of 
the relationship. I wanted the private conversation in order to test his 
reaction to taking some personal feedback on his own behavior as the 
consultation progressed. He said he would welcome this and indicated 
little or no concern over it. As I was to learn later, this reflected a very 
strong sense of his own power and identity. He felt he knew himself very 
well and was not a bit threatened by feedback. 

In the Boyd Company, the consultation started in essentially the 
same manner. At the exploratory meeting with the president. Bill, I 
inquired whether there was some regular meeting which he held with his 
immediate subordinates. There was such a group which met weekly and it 
was agreed that I would sit in on it. Bill explained to the group that he had 
adced me to sit in to help the group function more effectively and then 
asked me to explain how I saw my own role. I described process 
consultation and the kinds of things I would be looking for; stated that I 
would not be very active, but preferred the group just to work along as it 
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normally would; and that I would make comments as I saw opportunities 
to be helpful. It was decided that after a few meetings I would interview 
each member of the seven-man group individually. 

The climate of the Boyd group was much more formal; there was less 
group participation, more reliance on Bill to run the meeting, and more 
ambiguity about the feelings of the members for each other. 

In the Central Company the pattern was entirely different, since they 
were geographically removed and I had contracted to spend only one week 
with them at a time several months hence. The person coordinating my 
program was quite knowledgeable about the possible uses he could make 
of a process consultant and he had, as I indicated before, consulted with a 
colleague of mine to determine how best to use me. They decided that a 
workshop devoted to helping line managers improve their diagnoses and 
action plans for change programs which they wanted to implement was an 
appropriate workship goal. Once this had been decided by correspondence, 
I worked with my colleague on designing the program of the week. We 
corresponded further about this design, made some modifications, and then 
agreed not to freeze the plan until I was actually on the premises the 
evening before the workshop. We had, however, made the key decision to 
invite only managers who had an interest in changing some aspect of their 
immediate work situation, and to have each manager come with a member 
of the personnel staff reporting to him, so that teams would be looking at 
the change problems. 

When I arrived at the Central Company site some months later, I met 
with my “inside” consultant contact, his boss (who was personnel 
director), and one or two other personnel people who were interested in 
the program. We reviewed the goals and schedule of the week, decided to 
remain flexible until we could find out more from the participants about 
their change goals, and agreed that the inside consultant would work with 
me in implementing the program. The setting for the program was the 
training center of the company. All the teams (eighteen men altogether), 
were to meet daily at the training center for the actual workshop. 

In the case of Delta, the pattern was almost identical to Apex and 
Boyd. The head of the division with whom I had the exploratory lunch 
(Dave) decided that he wanted to build his group of inmiediate 
subordinates into an effective team so that they could manage what he saw 
as a difficult phase involving the rapid growth of the division. He held 
weekly staff meetings and invited me to sit in on these regularly. After 
several meetings I planned, as in the other cases, to interview each member 
of the seven-man group individually. 
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To illustrate a different kind of setting and work method I would like 
to refer to the Fairview Company. Some members of the training 
department had become exposed to sensitivity training several years back, 
had introduced it into their middle- and senior-manager development 
programs, and had gained a good deal of sophistication in analyzing 
organizational process. It became clear to a number of them that one of 
the major difficulties of the organization was conflict between the central 
headquarters and the various field units—conflicts over how much 
decentralization of decision-making authority there should be, conflicts 
concerning how much the system actually reflected earlier agreements to 
decentralize, and conflicts over lines of authority. 

The organization had strong functional directors in the headquarters 
organization. As they developed financial and marketing programs they 
tended to bypass the formal line organization through the executive 
vice-president and the regional managers, dealing instead with the financial 
and marketing people in the field directly. 

The central training group knew that there was an annual meeting of 
all the key executives including headquarters and field people, some 
fifteen in all. They consulted me about the possibility of organizing one of 
these meetings in such a way as to enable the entire group to work on the 
organizational problem. The training group was not sure how the president 
or vice-president would respond to the idea, since there was no prior 
history of exposure of the group to an outside consultant. However, a 
number of the regional managers had attended T-groups and learned some¬ 
thing about the potential of bringing in a “behaviorally-oriented consul¬ 
tant.” They felt strongly that something like this meeting should be tried. 

A core group, consisting of the training director, two of his key staff 
people, and one enthusiastic regional manager, met with me for one day to 
plan further strategy. We decided that in order for such a program to 
work, it was necessary that some substantial number of the people who 
would eventually be at the meeting would also have to become involved in 
the planning and design of the meeting. This step was a crucial one, and 
rests squarely on the kind of theory which underlies process consultation. 
A group was formed consisting of equal numbers of headquarters and 
regional managers. The mission of this group was to meet for two days to 
plan the total meeting. The plan developed by the group was then to be 
presented for approval to the president and vice-president. 

My role as a process consultant was critical at two stages in this 
enterprise. First, during the two-day meeting of the planning group, I had 
to steer them away from a traditional format in which I would make 
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presentations about headquarters/field type problems for them to discuss. 
Secondly, I had to take responsibility for the success of the meeting 
format finally chosen and find a role for myself which would make this 
format work. 

The plan which emerged from the two days of planning had the 
following elements: 

1. The three day meeting would be billed as an exploration of 
organizational problems at the top of the organization, toward the 
end of improving organizational relationships; 

2. The meeting would be chaired by me rather than the president of the 
company; 

3. The agenda for the meeting would be developed by a procedure used 
by Richard Beckhard: 

Each member of the fifteen-man group would be asked to write me a 
letter at my home outlining what he saw to be the major 
organizational problems facing the group. It was then my job to put 
together the information from the fifteen letters into major themes 
and issues. These themes and issues were to be presented by me to 
the total group at our first session and would constitute the agenda 
for the three days. 

The first purpose in having such letters written was to provide each 
person the opportunity to be completely frank without having to expose ' 
himself to the possible wrath of the boss or other members of the group. 
Secondly, it provided an opportunity to gather data from all the members 
before the meeting began. Third, it involved each member in helping to set I 
the agenda, a considerable departure from previous meetings where the i 
agenda had been set by the vice-president. It could be expected, therefore, 
that all the members would feel more involved in the meeting from the 
outset. 

The letter-writing had two problems connected with it. It seemed a 
little bit gimmicky, and it was difficult to know how someone would react 
who had not as yet met me. Would he write a frank letter to a strange // 
professor about rather critical organizational issues? We decided that we 
would have to run the risk of getting no response or poor response, but 
that we could minimize the risk by having the members of the planning 
group talk to others whom they knew and make a personal appeal to write 
a frank letter. 
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The procedure was agreed upon, was presented to the president and 
vice-president and received enthusiastic approval, and thus became the 
plan for the meeting. I pointed out that the president and vice-president 
would have to be careful in how they managed their own role. If they 
reverted too quickly to their power position and abandoned the role of 
helping to diagnose organizational problems, the group would retreat into 
silence and the problems would remain unsolved. I felt that both men 
understood the risks, were willing to take them, and had the kind of 
personality which would make them accept this somewhat strange meeting 
format. 

Having agreed to go ahead, it was then decided that the vice-president 
would send out the letter explaining the meeting format and inviting the 
diagnostic letters. Members of the planning group were to follow up in the 
districts to ensure that everyone understood the plan and the fact that the 
plan had come from organization members themselves, even though I had 
suggested many of the separate elements. 

This rather lengthy procedure was essential to obtain the involvement 
of the members in a process-oriented meeting. Even though the ideas came 
from the training department and from me, it clearly became a concept 
which appealed to regional and headquarters managers. Had they not 
become committed, it would not have been possible to hold such a 
meeting at all. 

In summary, the choice of a setting and a method of work is highly 
variable. It is important that both the setting and working procedure be 
jointly decided between the contact client group and the consultant. 
Whatever decisions are made should be congruent with the general 
assumptions underlying P-C so that whatever changes result can be 
self-perpetuating. 
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GATHERING DATA 


We will next discuss data-gathering as a separate stage, but I must , 
emphasize most strongly the point that data-gathering and intervention 
occur simultaneously throughout the entire consultative process. Every 
decision to observe something, or to ask a question, or to meet with 
someone constitutes an intervention into the ongoing organizational 
process. The consultant cannot, therefore, avoid or escape taking the 
responsibility for the kind of data-gathering method he uses. If the method 
is not congruent with his overall values, and if it does not meet the 
standards for an acceptable intervention, it should not be used. 

The point is worth belaboring because all of the traditional 
consultation models, as well as the models of how to do research on 
organizations, make the glib assumption that one gathers data prior to 
intervening; that one observes, interviews, and surveys, then makes a 
diagnosis, and then suggests interventions or remedial steps. 

From the point of view of P-C this is an inaccurate and dangerous 
assumption. It is inaccurate because one can clearly demonstrate that the 
process of being studied influences the parties being studied. If I interview 
someone about his organization, the very questions I ask give the 
respondent ideas he never had before. The very process of formulating his 
own answers gives him points of view which he may never have thought of 
before. The assumption is also dangerous because the various respondents 
who have been interviewed, surveyed, or studied may, by virtue of this 
common experience, band together and decide on their own what kind of 
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action they would like to see. While the researcher-consultant is off 
analyzing his data, the respondents are busy changing the organization or 
generating demands which their boss may be quite unprepared for. 

What then is the correct assumption, and what are its implications? 
The correct assumption is that every act on the part of the process 
consultant constitutes an intervention, even the initial act of deciding to 
work with the organization. The very fact of having asked for help and 
having had someone accept some responsibility for helping, changes the 
perceptions and attitudes of some members of the organization. The 
process consultant cannot ignore these changes. He must anticipate them 
and learn to make them work toward the ultimate goals defined. 

The main implication of this latter assumption is that the process 
consultant must think through everything he does in terms of its probable 
impact on the organization. He must assume that all of his behavior is an 
intervention of one sort or another. Finally, he must use data-gathering 
methods which, at the same time, will constitute valid and useful 
interventions. 

METHODS OF DATA GATHERING 

Basically the consultant has only three different methods by which he can 
gather data: 

1) direct observation; 

2) individual or group interviews; 

3) questionnaires or some other survey instrument to be filled out. 

I have already indicated that the third method is too impersonal and 
too much at variance withP-C assumptions to be useful in the early stages 
of a P-C project. It may become useful if the number of people to be 
surveyed is rather large and if the managers with whom the consultant is 
working fully understand the implications involved in taking a survey. 

For early data-gathering the choice is then reduced to observation 
and/or interview. In my own experience I have found that a combination 
of these techniques is optimal. I need a certain amount of observation in 
order to know what kinds of issues should be brought up in interviews, but 
I need some preliminary interviews in order to know whom and what to 
observe. 

These criteria usually lead to a top-down kind of strategy. I start with 
the data provided by the contact client. The exploratory meeting is usually 
an opportunity to gather data in a group-interview setting. As the cases 
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above have shown, the next step is often an interview of one or more of 
the senior people who will be involved in the project. Their consent must 
be obtained to do any observation of them in interaction with their group. 
Regular group members are usually interviewed only after one or two 
meetings during which I have observed what kinds of issues are being 
discussed and what kinds of problems exist within the group. 

Once a relationship has been formed with some key group in the 
organization, new projects develop which involve new settings, but the 
methods of gathering data in the new settings are essentially the same. For 
example, one of the managers of the original group may feel that he would 
like to know how the members of his own staff group feel about the 
organization and the work setting. He and I may then plan a series of 
interviews of his subordinates, leading to a series of feedback meetings. 
This procedure will not be initiated, however, until the manager has 
obtained the support and consent of his subordinates and until they too 
feel that I can be trusted. If it is not convenient for me to meet all of them 
and/or observe their meetings, a relatively greater burden falls on the 
manager to persuade his subordinates to participate; but the project 
cannot proceed until the subordinates genuinely agree. 

In this connection, an important criterion for extending a data- ^ 
gathering method is that the manager who would like to use it should 
himself have participated in an earlier project. If the manager has been i 
interviewed by me and has heard what kind of feedback I give after a series 
of interviews, he is in a much better position to decide whether or not 
such a technique would be useful in his group, and is better equipped to 
explain to his subordinates what the procedure will be like. 

No data-gathering method is right or wrong in the abstract. Whether ^ 
or not it is appropriate and useful can be judged only from earlier j* 
observations and interviews. In a way the entire P-C project must always ;• 
be viewed as an unfolding series of events where subsequent events can 
only be predicted from earlier events. The project should be planned in a 
general way, but the issues that come up in groups are hard to predict, and 
some of the most important ones are those for which the least planning 
was done. 

What should be the content of interviews or surveys? I have already 
discussed at length the kinds of thing the consultant looks for when he 
observes a group in action. Now, what does he look for when he is 
interviewing and/or what kinds of questions does he build into a 
questionnaire? The answer is that it depends very much on the nature of 
the problem which is initially presented to the consultant and on his early 
observations. 
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For example, in the Apex Company, part of the initial mandate was 
to help the group to relate to the president In the interviews which I 
conducted with group members, I concentrated quite heavily on what 
kinds of things went well in the relationship; what kinds of things went 
poorly; how relationship problems with the president were related to job 
performance; in what way the group members would like to see the 
relationship change, and so on. I did not have a formal interview schedule, 
but rather, held an. informal discussion with each member around issues of 
the sort I have just mentioned. 

In contrast, when I began to interview group members in the Boyd 
and Central Companies, I concentrated much more on what kind of job 
each member had, with whom he had to work in the performance of that 
job, what kinds of problems existed in any of these relationships, what 
organizational factors aided or hindered effective job performance, what 
the company climate was like, and so on. 

In the case of the Delta Company, I gathered no data until the 
evening before the workshop, and subsequently within the workshop 
itself. In the Fairview Company, on the other hand, I gathered written 
data by means of the letters. In this case, each respondent was invited to 
put down whatever he saw as problems existing in the relationships 
between the headquarters organization and the various regional centers. 

The common theme in all of these data-gathering approaches is a 
concern with organizational relationships and perceptions of organiza¬ 
tional processes. The specific questions vary, but the general area is the 
same. The other common thread is a concern with organizational 
effectiveness. I always attempt to determine what kinds of things are 
helping to make the person, group, or unit more effective, and what kinds 
of things are undermining or hindering effectiveness. My assumption 
would be that both sets of factors are always present in any organization. 

Having identified the kinds of content areas which I explore in 
interviews, I would like to close the loop to the earlier discussion of the 
kind of interventions I make when I interview somebody. For example, in 
the interview itself, my own method of addng questions and the content 
of what I ask will project a certain image of me. If I want to establish a 
collaborative, helping relationship with the person being interviewed, I 
must behave in a manner congruent with such a relationship. This means I 
cannot play the role of the psychologist who asks obscure questions upon 
which I then will place “secret” interpretations. My questions have to be 
understandable, relevant, meaningful, and open. The respondent should be 
able to interpret his own answers. There should be no trick questions, 
hidden meanings, obscure interpretations, or the like. 
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The content of the questions should be self-evidently relevant. If I am 
concerned about improving organizational effectiveness, then I should ask 
about it. If I am concerned with improvement, I should ask about those 
things that are going well, in addition to those which are going poorly. 

The questions can push the respondent into areas he might not 
ordinarily think to mention, provided they are relevant and provided the 
consultant senses a willingness on the part of the respondent to enter into 
those areas. For example, in all of the cases mentioned, I asked quite 
probing questions about how the decision was made to use a consultant, 
the attitudes expressed by members toward my coming in, what they 
thought are my particular qualifications for the job, where there might be 
tension over having a consultant in, and so on. As I mentioned earlier, if 
the contact client is unwilling to deal with these areas openly in the early 
discussions, I am likely to be cautious about becoming involved. Once I am 
working within the organization, unwillingness to deal with areas such as 
these would be interpreted by me as caution on the respondent’s part, and 
it would be up to me to try to determine what the reasons for the caution 
were. 

The kind of question one asks also puts new ideas into the head of 
the respondent. For example, I often ask what kind of career planning a 
person has engaged in with others in the organization. The answer often is 
“none,” but a secondary answer which comes up later in the interview is 
often “I wonder why no one has sat down with me to talk about my 
career,” or “maybe I should go have a talk with my boss about my future 
in the company.” If I ask a person to describe the network of others with 
whom he must deal in order to get his job done, he often realizes for the 
first time what this network is like and why he has problems of keeping up 
with his job. In other words, the interview can be a powerful tool of 
influence and education, and the process consultant must consider when 
and how to use it for influence purposes. 

In summary, there are basically three kinds of data-gathering 
methods: observation, interview, and questionnaire. Because any one of 
the methods is some kind of intervention into organizational process, the 
consultant must choose a method which will be most congruent with the 
values underlying P-C and with the general goals of the P-C project. The 
way he gathers data and the kinds of question he asks gives the consultant 
an opportunity to intervene constructively. In the next section, we will 
take a closer look at intervention to explore more fully the options 
available to the consultant. 
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INTERVENTION 


As I indicated in the chapter on data gathering, one cannot completely 
separate the stages of data-gathering and intervention. Both occur 
simultaneously: how one gathers data constitutes an intervention, and the 
kind of intervention one chooses will reveal new data derived from the 
reaction to the intervention. The separation of these two processes is, 
therefore, basically a matter of point of view or frame of reference. In this 
chapter I will focus on specific attempts to change organizational process 
by deliberate actions on the part of the consultant. 

The interventions which a process consultant might make cannot be 
rigidly classified, but a broad categorization can be suggested: 

1. Agenda-setting interventions: 

a) Questions which direct attention to interpersonal issues 

b) Process-analysis periods 

c) Agenda review and testing procedures 

d) Meetings devoted to interpersonal process 

e) Conceptual inputs on interpersonal-process topics 

2. Feedback of observations or other data: 

a) Feedback to groups during process analysis or regular work time 

b) Feedback to individuals after meetings or after data-gathering 

3. Coaching or counseling of individuals or groups 
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4. Structural suggestions: 

a) Pertaining to group membership 

b) Pertaining to communication or interaction patterns 

c) Pertaining to allocation of work, assignment of responsibility, 
and lines of authority 

The list is arranged in terms of a descending likelihood of use of the 
particular intervention. In other words, the kind of intervention I am most 
likely to make pertains to the group’s agenda; the kind I am least likely to 
make is a structural suggestion. Actual solutions to management problems 
are not even listed because they would not be considered valid 
interventions in a P-C model. If I permitted myself to become interested in 
a particular management problem in sales, marketing, or production, I 
would be switching roles from that of process consultant to that of expert 
resource. Once I have become an expert resource, I find I lose my 
effectiveness as a process consultant. 

AGENDA-SETTING INTERVENTIONS 

The basic purpose of this type of intervention is to make the group 
sensitive to its own internal processes, and to generate on the part of the 
group some interest in analyzing these processes. In the early stages of a 
project, I often find myself suggesting to a group that they should allocate 
fifteen minutes or so at the end of their meeting to review the meeting. I 
may suggest some dimensions such as how involved they felt, how clear 
communications were, how well member resources were used, and so on. 
If the group is willing, I have them fill in a post-meeting reaction form (see 
pp. 42-43) and tabulate their own data for further discussion. 

If the group agrees to some period of time for process analysis, no 
matter how short, I can further stimulate their interest by adcing them 
questions which direct the group’s attention to process issues such as those 
discussed in Part 1 of this book. In addition, I will usually have observed 
particular events which have been important during the meeting. 

For example, in a number of meetings I have observed the chairman 
making decisions hastily and without full commitment from the group. My 
question during a process-review period then might be: “How did you all 
feel about the decision on topic X, how was the decision made, and how 
did you feel about how the decision was made?” I have to resist answering 
the question with my own feelings. First of all, my feelings might be 
irrelevant or untypical; and secondly, I want the group to learn to gather 
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its own data and draw its own conclusions. If I am pressed, I will answer 
with my observation or my own feeling, but my preference would usually 
be to turn the question back to the group. 

Out of process-analysis sessions there often arise two further issues, 
leading to further interventions. The group sometimes discovers that it has 
a variety of dissatisfactions with the manner in which it arrives at and 
processes its work agenda. I find myself at this point suggesting various 
ways by which the group can evaluate what to put on the agenda, how 
much time to allocate to each item, how to sort items in terms of 
importance or type of problem, and so on. 

The other issue pertains to the matter of interpersonal process itself. 
The more interested the group becomes in its own workings, the more 
time it devotes to discussing this topic and the less time there is for its 
regular agenda. To deal with this dilemma I often suggest that process 
work could perhaps be done in depth by periodically allocating a whole 
meeting or some set block of time just to processes in the group. 

Such meetings are often held away from the office at a motel or some 
other detached location, in order to permit the group to really work on 
group issues. I will not suggest this kind of meeting, however, until I 
believe the group is emotionally ready to handle a larger dose of process 
analysis. One of the frequent mistakes I have observed in colleagues’ 
efforts to help organizations is an initial suggestion of holding a meeting to 
explore “relationships” and “interpersonal issues.” Such a meeting should 
not be scheduled without first-hand knowledge that members want it and 
are ready to deal emotionally with whatever issues might come up. 

The final subheading under agenda-setting interventions concerns the 
matter of presenting relevant elements of theory about individuals, groups, 
and the management process. I do not have a set pattern of what I will 
offer a group or when I will offer it, but some examples may make clear 
the use of this intervention. 

In the Apex Company, I found that the treasurer consistently made 
the operating managers uncomfortable by presenting financial informa¬ 
tion in an unintentionally threatening way. He wanted to be helpful, and 
he felt everyone needed the information he had to offer, but it often had 
the appearance of an indictment of one of the other managers: his costs 
were too high, his inventory control had slipped, he was too high over 
budget, etc. Furthermore, this information was often revealed for the first 
time in the meeting, so that the operating manager concerned had no 
forewarning and no opportunity to find out why things had gone out of 
line. The result was often a fruitless argument about the validity of the 
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figures, a great deal of defensiveness on the part of the operating manager, 
and irritation on the part of the president because the managers could not 
deal more effectively with the treasurer. 

As I observed this process occurring repeatedly over several weeks, I 
decided that merely drawing attention to the pattern would not really 
solve the problem because everyone appeared to be operating with 
constructive intent. What the group needed was an alternative way to 
think about the use of financial control information. I therefore wrote a 
memo (see Appendix) on control systems and circulated it to the group. 
When this came up for discussion at a later meeting I was in a better 
position to make my observations about the group, since a clear alternative 
had been presented. My feeling was that I could not have successfully 
presented this theory orally because of the amount of heat the issue 
always generated, and because the group members were highly active 
individuals who would have wanted to discuss each point separately, 
making it difficult to get the whole message across. 

In working with the Apex group I found the written “theory memo” 
a convenient and effective means of communication. With other groups I 
have found different patterns to be workable. For example, if the group 
gets away for a half-day of work on group process, I may insert a half-hour 
in the middle (or at the end) of the session to present whatever theory 
elements I consider to be relevant. The topics are usually not selected until 
I observe the particular “hang-ups” which exist in the group. I therefore 
have to be prepared to give, on short notice, an input on any of a variety 
of issues. 

A final method of theory input is to make reprints of relevant articles 
available to the group at selected times. Often I know of some good piece 
of theory which pertains to what the group is working on. If I suggest that 
such an article be circulated, I also try to persuade the group to commit 
some of its agenda time to a discussion of the article. 

The key criterion for the choice of theory input is that the theory 
must be relevant to what the group already senses is a problem. There is 
little to be gained by giving “important” theory if the group has no data of 
its own to link to the theory. On the other hand, once the group has 
confronted an issue in its own process, I am always amazed at how ready 
the members are to look at and learn from general theory. 

Agenda-setting interventions may strike the reader as a rather 
low-key, low-potency kind of intervention. Yet it is surprising to me how 
often working groups arrive at an impasse on simple agenda-setting issues. 
In a way, their inability to select the right agenda for their meetings, and 
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their inability to discuss the agenda in a constructive way, is symbolic of 
other difficulties which are harder to pinpoint. If the group can begin to 
work on its agenda, the door is often opened to other process discussions. 
Let me provide some case examples. 

In the Apex company I sat in for several months on the weekly 
executive-committee meeting, which included the president and his key 
subordinates. I quickly became aware that the group was very loose in its 
manner of operation: people spoke when they felt like it, issues were 
explored fully, conflict was fairly openly confronted, and members felt 
free to contribute. This kind of climate seemed constructive, but it created 
a major difficulty for the group. No matter how few items were put on the 
agenda, the group was never able to finish its work. The list of backlog 
items grew longer and the frustration of group members intensified in 
proportion to this backlog. The group responded by trying to work harder. 
They scheduled more meetings and attempted to get more done at each 
meeting, but with little success. Remarks about the ineffectiveness of 
groups, too many meetings, and so on, became more and more frequent. 

My diagnosis was that the group was overloaded. Their agenda was 
too large, they tried to process too many items at any given meeting, and 
the agenda was a mixture of operational and policy issues without 
recognition by the group that such items required different allocations of 
time. I suggested to the group that they seemed overloaded and should 
discuss how to develop their agenda for their meetings. The suggestion was 
adopted after a half-hour or so of sharing feelings. It was then decided, 
with my help, to sort the agenda items into several categories, and to 
devote some meetings entirely to operational issues while others would be 
exclusively policy meetings. The operations meetings would be run more 
tightly in order to process these items efficiently. The policy questions 
would be dealt with in depth. 

Once the group had made this separation and realized that it could 
function differently at different meetings, it then decided to meet once a 
month for an entire day. During this day they would take up one or two 
large questions and explore them in depth. The group accepted my 
suggestion to hold such discussions away from the office in a pleasant, less 
hectic environment. 

By rearranging the agenda, the group succeeded in rearranging its 
whole pattern of operations. This rearrangement also resulted in a 
redefinition of my role. The president decided that I should phase out my 
attendance at the operational meetings, but should plan to take a more 
active role in the monthly one-day meetings. He would set time aside for 
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presentation of any theory I might wish to make, and for process analysis 
of the meetings. He had previously been reluctant to take time for process 
work in the earlier meeting pattern, but now welcomed it. 

The full-day meetings changed the climate of the group dramatically. 
For one thing, it was easier to establish close informal relationships with 
other members during breaks and meals. Because there was enough time, 
people felt they could really work through their conflicts instead of having 
to leave them hanging. It was my impression that as acquaintance level 
rose, so did the level of trust in the group. Members began to feel free to 
share more personal reactions with each other. This sense of freedom made 
everyone more relaxed and readier to let down personal barriers and report 
accurate information. There was less need for defensive distortion or 
withholding. 

After about one year the group decided quite spontaneously to try 
some direct confrontive feedback. We were at one of the typical monthly 
all-day meetings. The president announced that he thought each group 
member should tell the others what he felt to be the strengths and 
weaknesses of the several individuals. He asked me to help in designing a 
format for this discussion. I first asked the group members whether they 
did in fact want to attempt this type of confrontation. The response was 
sincerely positive, so we decided to go ahead. 

The format I suggested was based upon my prior observation of 
group members. I had noticed that whenever anyone commented on 
anyone else, there was a strong tendency to answer back and to lock in on 
the first comment made. Hence, further feedback tended to be cut off. To 
deal with this problem I suggested that the group discuss one person at a 
time, and that a ground rule be established that the person being described 
was not to comment or respond until all the members had had a chance to 
give all of their feedback. This way he would be forced to continue to 
listen. The ground rule was accepted, and I was given the role of 
monitoring the group to ensure that the process operated as the group 
intended it to. 

For the next several hours the group then went into a very detailed 
and searching analysis of each member’s managerial and interpersonal 
style, including that of the president. I encouraged members to discuss 
both the positives and the negatives they saw in the other person. I also 
played a key role in forcing people to make their comments specific and 
concrete. I demanded examples, insisted on clarification, and generally 
asked the kind of question which I thought might be on the listener’s mind 
as he tried to understand the feedback. I also added my own feedback on 
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points I had observed in that member’s behavior. At first it was not easy 
for the group either to give or receive feedback, but as the day wore on, 
the group learned to be more effective. 

The total exercise of confrontation was considered highly successful, 
both at the time and some months later. It deepened relationships, 
exposed some chronic problems which now could be worked on, and gave 
each member much food for thought in terms of his own self-develop¬ 
ment. It should be noted that the group chose to do this spontaneously 
after many months of meetings organized around work topics. I am not 
sure they could have handled the feedback task effectively had they been 
urged to try sooner, even though I could see the need for this type of 
meeting some time before the initiative came from the group. 

In the Apex case, my intervention tended to help the group move 
from chaotic meetings toward a differentiated, organized pattern. In the 
end, the group spent more time in meetings than before, but they minded 
it less because the meetings were more productive. The group has also 
learned how to manage its own agenda and how to guide its own processes. 

In the Boyd Company a similar situation was present but the 
direction of learning was different. I found that the key Boyd group was 
strangling itself with formality and trivia. Agendas were long and detailed, 
meetings were highly formal, and members were responsible for reporting 
to the group on various operational issues on a carefully planned monthly 
schedule. If anyone tried to make comments on a report, he was quickly 
reminded that he knew less about the topic than the reporter. Con¬ 
sequently most of the talk during meetings was of a reporting, attack, or 
defense variety. Little open-ended problem-solving took place. Most 
members looked (and acted) passive and bored. When interviewed, they 
confirmed that they felt this way during meetings; yet, surprisingly, they 
tended to defend their meetings as necessary. 

My own feeling was that the members were caught up in their own 
traditions. They had always run meetings this way; hence they felt that 
boredom and lack of involvement were the ‘‘normal” subjective feelings 
for participants in a meeting. Those who felt a little more frustrated and 
rebellious did not know what methods to follow for livelier, more 
productive meetings. Hence there were widespread feelings of apathy, 
resignation, and frustration. 

I tried a whole series of interventions over a period of several months, 
most of them unsuccessful from my point of view. First, I asked the group 
to review its own agenda and share feelings about it. Some members 
revealed feelings of frustration but still staunchly defended the agenda 
pattern as necessary. Second, I tried to help the group to differentiate 
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policy from operational decisions. It seemed to me that whenever they 
tried to discuss policy, operational problems would intervene and preempt 
a major portion of the time. I also felt that the group tended to hold too 
limited a concept of policy. The group verbally agreed with me, but failed 
to change its pattern of operation in any substantial way. Third, I tried 
being directly confrontive about the apathy and frustration which I saw in 
the members. The group accepted my confrontation like “good soldiers,” 
defended itself a little bit, told me I had been very helpful, and then 
resumed its discussions in the old pattern. 

A partial breakthrough came some months later. The president of the 
company had in the meantime attended a sensitivity-training lab and had 
come back with a somewhat greater enthusiasm for group-process work. 
He realized that the group could be more productive and recognized the 
need to make it so. We agreed to devote some time to discussion of what 
the group’s agenda and pattern of operations should be. In the meantime, 
another event had taken place: the company had reorganized, putting 
responsibility for many of the day-to-day operational problems clearly on 
the shoulders of certain key individuals. In order to make the reorganiza¬ 
tion work, it was decided not to have as much group time devoted to 
reporting out and monitoring members’ work areas. 

When the group met to discuss its own future, some of the same 
depression which I had previously observed was still in evidence. After 
about twenty minutes of general discussion, I said in a rather exasperated 
tone that I never saw this group have 2 Jiy fun. What would it take to make 
people want to come to the meeting because the meeting would fun? 
This comment released a burst of laughter, as if some kind of inner dam 
had burst. The group had really been operating on the assumption that 
work could not be fun, and was just silently taking its painful medicine. 

Once this issue had been brought out into the open, members agreed 
that meetings could be more fun. In the subsequent discussion, members 
delineated several key requirements for better meetings: a climate of 
greater acceptance in the group which would permit members to share 
ideas, plans, and problems with each other, without feeling that they 
would be attacked by other members; more concentration on sharing 
information and problems, and less concentration on trying to make 
decisions in the group; and more effective use of group time by better 
agenda control. 

The group spent an hour or more discussing how it mi^t operate in 
the future, and, more importantly, agreed on the use of a process-analysis 
session at the end of each meeting, to review whether or not it was hitting 
its own targets. It was decided that one member of the group should be 
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the process recorder and give feedback to the group at the end of the 
session. This decision was especially good since the members needed 
practice in observing group process. Shortly afterwards, my participation 
in the meetings was curtailed by other commitments, but recently I had an 
opportunity to discuss the group’s progress with the president, and he feels 
that the meetings have improved, that the climate is more open, and that 
the process-observer role has been very helpful to the group in monitoring 
its own functioning. 

This case illustrates for me the trial-and-error nature of intervention. I 
could not really have predicted which of my various efforts to loosen the 
group up would work. Indeed, if there had not been related changes such 
as the reorganization and the president’s experience at the training 
laboratory, none of my efforts might have worked. Merely helping the 
group to identify its process does not automatically produce a change in 
that process, even if the group is quite frustrated and knows a change is 
needed. 


FEEDBACK OF OBSERVATIONS OR OTHER DATA 


a) Feedback to Groups. There are basically two types of circumstances 
which call for this type of intervention. Case 1 would be the situation 
where some group has agreed to a meeting in which interpersonal processes 
would be discussed, and has further agreed to have the consultant survey 
the members of the group for their individual reactions and feelings. The 
feedback of the survey results then serves as the opening agenda for the 
meeting. Case 2 is the situation where a group has already learned to 
discuss interpersonal process and has developed a need to supplement such 
discussion with more personal kinds of feedback. The meeting described in 
the previous section would be a good example of the latter type of 
situation. 

It should be noted that in both types of situation there must be some 
readiness for active intervention or some consensus that feedback of 
observations or interview results would be a legitimate activity for the 
group to undertake. There is nothing more tempting for the process 
consultant than to leap in with his own observations as soon as he has 
picked up some data on an interesting issue. If the consultant is to 
maintain congruence with the P-C model, however, he must resist the 
temptation lest he put the group immediately on the defensive or 
undermine his own position by reporting something which does not make 
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sense (or is unpalatable) to group members. The issue is not whether the 
observation is valid or not. The issue is whether the group is able and ready 
to understand and learn from the observation. Such ability and readiness 
must be built up before feedback can be useful. 

The use of the first type of intervention—reporting back data 
gathered from individuals—is a very useful way to get the group oriented 
to what its process issues may be. The previously cited case of the Faindew 
Company illustrates the use of this device as a way to open a discussion. 
By having group members write to me about the major organizational 
issues which they perceived, it was possible for me to construct an agenda 
for the group which would maximize the probability that the group would 
confront issues which were of importance to the members. At the first 
meeting of the group I presented the major categories of issues which the 
letters had revealed, and tried to illustrate each issue by paraphrasing from 
one or more letters. The group was thus getting feedback, but the identity 
of the individual information source was protected. 

I noticed during the three days of discussion that as the members 
became more comfortable with each other, they were increasingly able to 
make their own points and identify themselves openly with the various 
issues; they leaned less and less on me as the source of input. If the senior 
people in the group had reacted punitively to any of the issues brought up, 
the group would no doubt have avoided talking about those issues and 
there would have been less revelation of personal feelings. Furtunately the 
senior people were receptive, willing to listen to the issues, and able to 
work on them constructively. 

In one of the divisions of the Apex Company, I followed a different 
procedure. After getting to know the top-management group through 
several group meetings, I suggested that it might be useful to interview and 
give feedback to the next level below the vice-president. There was some 
concern on the part of the senior group that there might be a morale 
problem at this level. Initially I was asked merely to do an interview survey 
and report back to the top group. I declined this approach for reasons 
already mentioned: gathering data to report to a higher group would 
violate P-C assumptions because it would not involve the sources of the 
data in analyzing their own process. I suggested instead that I conduct the 
interview with the ground rule that all my conclusions would first be 
reported back to the interviewee group, and that I would tell top 
management only those items which the group felt should be reported.^ 

1 This procedure was first brou^t to my attention as a method by Mr. Richard 
Beckhard. 
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The group would first have to sort the items and decide which things they 
could handle by themselves and which should be reported up the line of 
authority because they were under higher management control. The real 
value of the feedback should accrue to the group which initially provided 
the data; they should become involved in examining the issues they had 
brought up, and consider what they themselves might do about them. 

The above-mentioned procedure was agreed upon by the top 
management. One vice-president sent a memorandum to all members who 
would be involved in the interview program, informing them of the 
procedure, his commitment to it, and his hope that they would 
participate. I then followed up with individual appointments with each 
person concerned. At this initial appointment I recounted the origin of the 
idea, assured the interviewee that his individual responses would be 
entirely confidential, told him that I would summarize the data by 
department, and told him that he would see the group report and discuss it 
before any feedback went to his boss or higher management. 

In the interview I asked each person to describe his job, tell what he 
found to be the major pluses and minuses in the job, describe what 
relationships he had to other groups, and how he felt about a series of 
specific job factors such as challenge, autonomy, supervision, facilities, 
salary and benefits, and so on. I later summarized the interviews in a 
report in which I tried to highlight what I saw to be common problem 
areas. 

All the respondents were then invited to a group meeting at which I 
passed out the summaries, and explained that the purpose of the meeting 
was to examine the data, deleting or elaborating where necessary, and to 
determine which problem areas might be worked on by the group itself. 
We then went over the summary item by item, permitting as much 
discussion as any given item warranted. 

The group meeting had its greatest utility in exposing the inter¬ 
viewees, in a systematic way, to interpersonal and group issues. For many 
of them, what they had thought to be private gripes turned out to be 
organizational problems which they could do something about. The 
attitude “Let top management solve all our problems” tended to be 
replaced with a viewpoint which differentiated between intragroup 
problems, intergroup problems, and those which were higher manage¬ 
ment’s responsibility. The interviewees not only gained more insight into 
organizational psychology, but also responded positively to being involved 
in the process of data-gathering itself. It symbolized to them top 
management’s interest in them and concern for solving organizational 
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Dblems. Reactions such as these are typical of other groups with whom I 
ve tried the same approach. 

Following the group meeting, the revised summary was then given to 
p management, in some cases individually; in others, in a group. My own 
sference is to give it first individually, to provide for maximum 
portunity to explain all the points, and then to follow up with a group 
icussion of the implications of the data revealed in the interviews. Where 
3 direct supervisor of the group is involved, I have often supplemented 
3 group report with an individual report, which extracts all the 
nments made by interviewees concerning the strengths and weaknesses 
the supervisor’s style of management. These focused feedback items 
ve usually proved of great value to the manager, but they should be 
Dvided only if the manager initially asked for this type of feedback. 

In giving either individual or group feedback from the interview 
mmary, my role is to ensure understanding of the data and to stimulate 
ceptance of it, so that remedial action of some sort can be effectively 
idertaken. Once the expectation has been built that top management will 
► something, there is great risk of lowering morale if the report is merely 
id, without being acted upon in some manner. Incidentally, it is the 
ocess consultant’s job to ensure that top management makes this 
mmitment initially and that high-level officials understand that when 
3 interviews are completed there will be some demands for action. If 
inagement merely wants information (without willingness to do some- 
*ng about the information), the process consultant should not do the 
Lerviews in the first place. The danger is too great that management will 
:t like what it hears and will suppress the whole effort; such a course will 
dy lead to a deterioration of morale. 

The results of interviews (or questionnaires) do not necessarily have 
go beyond the group which is interested in them. One of the simplest 
d most helpful things a group can do to enhance its own functioning is 
have the consultant interview the members individually and report back 
the group as a whole a summary of its own members’ feelings. It is a 
*y of hauling crucial data out into the open without the risk of personal 
posure of any individual if he feels the data collected about him are 
maging or that the analysis of such data will result in conclusions that 
e overcritical of his performance. 

Feedback to Individuals. This is an appropriate intervention when (1) 
me data have been gathered about the individual (by either interview or 
ect observation); and (2) the individual has indicated a readiness to hear 
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such feedback. In the case where a number of subordinates have been 
interviewed, some of the comments they make will deal with their 
reactions to the boss’s behavior. If the superior has agreed beforehand to 
listen to the others’ reactions, it is quite appropriate for the consultant to 
describe the range of comments to him and to assist in interpreting the 
comments. If the consultant has been observing the boss in meetings, he 
can then add his own direct feedback and try to establish some relation 
between what he and the subordinates perceive. Sometimes there are no 
data from subordinates, only the consultant’s observations. If the 
consultant feels that the manager is interested, and shows a readiness to 
listen and learn, it is entirely appropriate for the consultant to share these 
observations. 

In order for feedback to be effective, the consultant must be able to 
ask the right questions, observe the relevant behavioral events, and give the 
feedback in a manner which will facilitate learning on the part of the 
recipient. The behavior asked about or observed must be relevant to the 
task performance of the group and to the goals of the total consultation 
project. The manner in which the feedback is given must reflect sensitivity 
to the blind spots or areas of defensiveness of the recipient. Feedback 
must be concrete, descriptive, verifiable, timely, and specific. The 
consultant must be prepared for defensiveness or too facile verbal 
acceptance, both of which imply a denial of the feedback. He must know 
how to impart potentially threatening information without demeaning the 
recipient. As I think back over my various consulting experiences, 
unquestionably the ones with the most disastrous results were those where 
I fed back “facts” without any concern for the feelings of the recipient. 
What then happened was that the facts were denied, and I was politely but 
firmly invited to terminate the relationship. 

The giving of individual feedback can be illustrated from several 
cases. In the Apex Company I met with each of the vice-presidents whose 
groups had been interviewed and gave them a list of comments which had 
been made about their respective managerial styles. I knew each man well 
and felt that he would be able to accept the kinds of comments which 
were made. In each case we scheduled at least a one-hour session, so we 
could talk in detail about any items which were unclear and/or 
threatening. 

These discussions usually become counseling sessions to help the 
individual overcome some of the negative effects which were implied in 
the feedback data. Since I knew that I would be having sessions such as 
these, I urged each interviewee to talk at length about the style of his boss 
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and what he did or did not like about it. In cases where the boss was an 
effective manager, I found a tendency for subordinates to make only a few 
vague generalizations which I knew would be useless as helpful feedback. 
By probing for specific incidents or descriptions, it was possible to identify 
just what the boss did which subordinates liked or did not like. 

In the Delta Company I was invited by the division manager to 
observe and comment on the regular staff meetings. In addition I held 
discussions periodically with the manager and was invited to comment on 
any aspects of his behavior which I had observed. He had formulated fairly 
specific goals for his meetings and was interested in the degree to which he 
was meeting those goals in his role as chairman. He asked for feedback 
from group members at the end of meetings, but also sought my 
observations. 

In the workshops run for the Central Chemical Company, I 
concentrated primarily on the co-trainer, the member of the company who 
was working with me but wanted to learn how to run workshops like these 
on his own. After each session I would give him feedback on his 
participation in it, and, incidentally, solicit his feedback on my participa¬ 
tion. As we learned to reciprocate with our observations, the feedback 
process became more meaningful to both of us. 

As a rule I do not hesitate to ask members of the client organization 
to give me feedback on my own behavior as a consultant. Though they are 
usually reluctant to do so early in the relationship, I find that as we get to 
know each other, they become comfortable in telling me where I was 
effective or ineffective with them or with others. The ability to give me 
feedback in the two-man setting is, of course, an important skill which 
should transfer as an ability to be more open and direct with others in 
authority positions. The ability to give me feedback is also an important 
indicator of how well the initial problem of dependence on the consultant 
has been solved. 


COACHING OR COUNSELING 

The giving of feedback either to individuals or to groups almost invariably 
leads to coaching or counseling sessions. The manager may learn that he 
somehow fails to hear certain members of the group; that he does not give 
enough recognition for good performance; or that he is too unapproach¬ 
able when the subordinate needs help. Inevitably his next question is 
“How can I change my behavior to achieve better results?” Similarly, a 
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group may learn that its members see the meetings as dull or unfruitful; 
inevitably the members then ask “How can we make our meetings more 
interesting and productive?” 

There are two cautions which the consultant must keep uppermost in 
his mind before answering the above questions: 

1. Don’t respond until you are sure that the group (or individual) has 
really understood the feedback and has been able to relate it to 
concrete observable behavior; 

2. Don’t respond until you are sure that the group member (or manager) 
has begun an active process of trying to solve the problem for 
himself. 

If the consultant is not sure on point 1, he should continue to adc 
questions like: “What does that comment mean to you in terms of how 
you see yourself?” “Can you think of anything you do which might give 
people that impression?” Or “What do you think the giver of the comment 
was trying to get across to you?” 

If the consultant is not sure on point 2, he can ask questions like: 
“Do you see anything in your own behavior which you could change?” 
“What might you do differently to create a different reaction?” Or “Do 
you really want to change your behavior?” 

If the consultant gets responses like “Fm paying you to give me 
advice,” he must reassess the state of the relationship and the readiness of 
the recipient of the feedback to work on the problem area. If the feedback 
has been sincerely sought and has been understood, it is most likely that 
the recipient will have ideas and will share these with the consultant. The 
consultant’s role then becomes one of adding alternatives to those already 
brought up by the client, and helping the client to analyze the costs and 
benefits of the various alternatives which have been mentioned. 

I do not wish in this short volume to go into the theory and practice 
of counseling; but I do wish to underline the basic congruence between 
theories of counseling and the theory of process consultation which I am 
trying to present here. In both cases it is essential to help the client 
improve his ability to observe and process data about himself, to help him 
accept and learn from feedback, and to help him become an active 
participant with the counselor/consultant in identifying and solving his 
own problems. 

In all of the companies with which I have worked, there have arisen 
multiple opportunities to coach and counsel individuals or groups. There 
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does not seem to be any particular pattern of timing to such sessions. 
Rather, I have had to be ready to sit down with people at such time as 
they were ready to examine some of their own behavior and consider 
alternatives. The major difference between being only a counselor and 
being a process consultant has been the fact that my data-gathering has 
given me information and perspectives which a counselor does not have. I 
have usually observed my client in action, and have heard what other 
people have said about him. This additional knowledge, when it is fed into 
the counseling sessions, enriches the choice of alternatives which can be 
considered, and opens up many of the problem areas to more concrete 
discussion. 

For example, I have spent some hours with a manager who sees 
himself as a very progressive force in a rather conservative organization. 
My observations, and what others say about him, would suggest that he 
himself is rather conservative in his behavior. His ideas are progressive but 
his actual behavior tends to be stultifying to others. Our individual sessions 
are most productive when we can examine his self-image against what 
others say and what I have observed. As this manager learned to view his 
conservatism in action, he realized that he undermines some of his own 
progressive ideas. This realization has led to some marked changes of 
behavior and an increase in his effectiveness. 

There is a close similarity between interventions which draw the 
group’s attention to certain kinds of process issues and what I choose to 
call counseling (or coaching) types of interventions. One of the com¬ 
monest opportunities to coach or counsel is to intervene when a particular 
event has occurred which is typical of some problem that the group is 
trying to overcome. At these times the consultant can be most effective by 
pointing out what has just occurred and inviting the group to examine the 
consequences. He is giving feedback at a timely moment in order to help 
the group to become more effective. 

Let us look at some examples. In one company’s executive-com¬ 
mittee meetings I noticed that the group seemed to have low confidence in 
one of its members, the marketing manager. This lack of confidence was 
evident in the degree to which others ignored him, argued with him, and 
denigrated him outside the meetings. Every time this man attempted to 
explain any of his actions, decisions, or plans in the meetings, one of the 
more aggressive members would interrupt him and either answer for him 
or elaborate upon what he thought the marketing manager had said. The 
group seemed to expect this person to be weak and passive, and confirmed 
their expectation by preventing him from being anything else. I decided to 
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intervene at the point where the behavior was most visible (i.e., just after 
the marketing manager had been ignored or interrupted on some issue), 
and to tell the group that I observed the pattern repeatedly. When I did 
this, the group expressed some interest in hearing whether the marketing 
manager did indeed feel cut off. He expressed some rather strong feelings 
confirming my observations. Once these feelings were known to the other 
members they began to listen more attentively to him. As they did so, 
they discovered that he had a lot to contribute and was anything but 
“weak” and “fuzzy-headed,” as they had believed. Group members then 
began to trust his decisions more and became more comfortable in 
delegating authority to him. 

In another group, the difficulty was related to the manner in which 
the boss of the group interacted with the members. The boss wanted the 
group members to be strong, self-reliant, confident decision-makers. He 
said this explicitly and his behavior implied it. I observed on repeated 
occasions that if any group member showed weakness in any form (not 
knowing what he wanted, having unclear plans, being unable to answer a 
critical question from another member), the head of the group would 
become very angry and belabor the person for many minutes on end. The 
more the head of the group pressed, the more silent, embarrassed, and 
unsure the target person became. In talking to such persons later, I often 
found that the only feeling they sensed in the head of the group was blind 
anger, and this made them so defensive that they could not hear what he 
really wanted of them. In this case I tried to interrupt the process in 
midstream and collect feelings both from the person being belabored and 
from other members of the group. In addition I gave direct feedback to 
the group head, both in front of the group and later privately, concerning 
the impact his behavior was having on me. This led to some analysis of the 
behavior and a gradual shifting away from communication of anger toward 
communication of disappointment, which in turn made it possible for the 
group to home in on the issue that was really bothering them. 


STRUCTURAL SUGGESTIONS 

As I indicated at the outset of this chapter, this kind of intervention is 
very rare, largely because it violates some of the basic assumptions of the 
process-consultation model. The consultant is rarely in a position to 
suggest how work should be allocated, or communication patterns altered, 
or committees organized. The most he can do is help the manager to assess 
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the consequences of different alternatives, or suggest alternatives which 
have not been considered. 

For example, in a company which had recently gone from a 
functional to a product-line organization, I noticed that communication 
among the functional people (e.g., in marketing and engineering), had been 
reduced very sharply. My intervention was designed to draw attention to 
the fact that any form of organization has both strengths and weaknesses. 
Hence the manager needs to make an effort to create informal structures 
to compensate for the weaknesses created by the formal structure. In this 
case, the company eventually adopted a committee structure which 
brought the functional specialists together on a regular basis and thus 
reduced the communication gap which had resulted from the reorganiza¬ 
tion. 

The consultant must make it quite clear that he does not propose any 
particular solution as the best one. However frustrating it might be to the 
client, the process consultant must work to create a situation where the 
clienf s ability to generate his own solutions is enhanced. The consultant 
wants to increase problem-solving ability, not to solve any particular 
problem. 

In my experience there has been only one class of exceptions to the 
above “rule.” If the client wants to set up some meetings specifically for 
the purpose of working on organizational or interpersonal problems, or 
wants to design a data-gathering method, then the consultant indeed does 
have some relevant expertise which he should bring to bear. From his own 
experience he knows better than the client the pros and cons of interviews 
or questionnaires; he knows better what questions to ask, how to organize 
the data, and how to organize feedback meetings; he knows better the 
right sequence of events leading up to a good discussion of interpersonal 
process in a committee. In such matters, therefore, I am quite direct and 
positive in suggesting procedures, who should be involved in them, who 
should be told what, and how the whole project should be handled. 

For example, recall that in the Apex Company the president decided 
at one of their all-day meetings to try to give feedback to all the members. 
He asked me to suggest a procedure for doing this. In this instance I was 
not at all reluctant to suggest, with as much force and logic as I could 
conunand, a particular procedure which I thought would work well. 
Similarly, when it was proposed to interview all the members of a 
department, I suggested exactly how this procedure should be set up; I 
explained that all the members had to be briefed by the department 
manager, that a group feedback meeting would have to be held, and so on. 
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I have not been at all hesitant in refusing to design a questionnaire study if 
I thought it was inappropriate, or to schedule a meeting on interpersonal 
process if I thought the group was not ready. 

In conclusion, the process consultant should not withhold his 
‘expertise on matters of the learning process itself; but he should be very 
careful not to confuse being an expert on how to help an organization to 
learn with being an expert on the actual management problems which the 
organization is trying to solve. The same logic applies to the evaluation of 
individuals: I will under no circumstances evaluate an individual’s ability 
to manage or solve work-related problems; but I will evaluate an 
individual’s readiness to participate in an interview survey of his group or a 
feedback meeting. If I feel that his presence might undermine some other 
goals which the organization is trying to accomplish, I will seek to find a 
solution which will bypass this individual. These are often difficult 
judgments to make, but the process consultant cannot evade them if he 
defines the overall health of the organization as his basic target. However, 
he must always attempt to be fair both to the individual and the 
organization. If no course of action can be found without hurting either, 
then the whole project should probably be postponed. 

I can give two further examples of structural interventions. In 
Company G, not previously referred to, I have worked for some time with 
a member of the corporate management-development group. I have 
functioned primarily as an adviser, counselor, and sounding-board on 
various programs being developed by the group. The organization does not 
have major aspirations in the organizational development direction, though 
there is a growing interest in this kind of activity. Sometime last year, the 
inside manager was requested to consider a training program for all of the 
key marketing people in the various divisions of the company. I was called 
in to help design this program and to function as a staff member in it. My 
responsibilities included the recruiting of another staff member, helping 
members of management formulate their hopes and needs for the program, 
and then helping to design the actual program. This required a shift in role 
from being a process consultant to being an expert resource on the design 
and execution of a management-training program. 

In my relationship with Company G, I find myself making this switch 
from time to time. The role switching works because of the fact that I 
have worked with this client company for a number of years, and the 
client contact is himself comfortable in playing and adapting to different 
roles in the relationship. The primary contact also functions as a point of 
communication with other groups in the organization where process 
consultation is needed from tune to time. For example, I have worked 
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with a sales group in one of the divisions of the company on an 
interview-feedback project, in determining how the members of the 
operating sales force in one region were viewing their job, and in helping 
management to reassess the overall style of operation in the sales function. 

The second example comes from Company B. My primary work in 
this organization has been to meet with the top-management group and to 
counsel individual members of the group. Last year I was asked by the 
personnel director to become involved in the annual manpower survey and 
to help the organization design a more coherent overall approach to 
management development. To accomplish this task I a^ed to be a part of 
the manpower committee. During the meetings I attempted to assess the 
needs of the organization and the kind of program which would meet 
these needs. In doing this I was beginning to shift toward being an expert 
resource and abandoning the P-C role. 

It seemed to me, as I listened to the discussions, that the group would 
fall short of generating a clear concept of a program in the time it had 
allotted to itself; hence I intervened “structurally’* and suggested a 
multicomponent program of self-development, systematic use of internal 
and external training, and a revision of policies of recruiting and utilizing 
people in the organization. All of the points were extrapolations of what 
members of the committee wanted to do, but I put it together into a total 
framework and made some effort to “sell” it to the group. The group 
adopted the program and made a proposal of it to other members of 
management and the board. 

In looking back upon this intervention, I have wondered whether the 
structural nature of it was indeed warranted and whether my own goals 
were tmly accomplished or not. There is some evidence that the program 
has been bought in principle and that everyone agrees to it intellectually, 
but there has been relatively little move to implement it. At least one 
possibility as to why it has not been more systematically implemented is 
that I went too far beyond the group with my intervention-somehow the 
group lost ownership of the program and hence felt no real commitment 
to implement it. If this hypothesis is correct, it illustrates nicely the fine 
line between process and expert consultation and the inherent dangers of 
structural interventions. 


SUMMARY 

I have tried to draw attention to the varieties of intervention which the 
process consultant uses. I hope it is clear to the reader that the essence of 
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the process-consultation model is to continuously rediagnose and to act 
accordingly. Therefore, one cannot specify particular recipes for interven¬ 
tion or particular sequences which should be used in any given project. A 
sequence which may work in Company A may be all wrong in Company B. 
Instead, the consultant must be ready to intervene in a variety of ways as 
opportunities arise and as his judgment tells him certain actions are 
appropriate. He must be flexible enough to take advantage of oppor¬ 
tunities based on his own judgments. 

The kinds of intervention which were reviewed were: 

1) agenda setting through questions, through process analysis periods, 
through meetings devoted to interpersonal and group process, and 
through theory inputs on various process issues; 

2) various kinds of feedback sessions to individuals or groups, based 
either on observed data or data obtained in interviews; 

3) coaching or counseling which occurs either in specific sessions 
devoted to that purpose or as part of an on-going interaction in a 
group;and 

4) structural suggestions pertaining to process oriented meetings or 
other parts of the consultation project. 



13 

EVALUATION OF RESULTS AND DISENGAGEMENT 


So far in this book we have examined in some detail the thinking and 
activities of a process consultant. We have not concentrated on the big 
picture: what kinds of outcome or result does the process consultant look 
for over a period of time, how does he measure these outcomes, and how 
does he decide at some point to reduce his involvement with the client 
system? 

These questions will not be easy to answer because the goals of P-C 
cannot be stated in simple measurable terms. The ultimate goal of any 
organization-development effort is, of course, improved organizational 
performance. Those organization-development efforts which involve P-C 
attempt to achieve this effectiveness by changing some of the values of the 
organization and by increasing the interpersonal skills of key managers. 
Performance is, in turn, related to these value changes and increases of 
skill. In the short run, then, the process consultant looks for evidence that 
certain values are changing and that certain dcills are increasing. Let us 
look at what these values and skills are. 

VALUES AND SKILLS TO BE CHANGED 
THROUGH PROCESS CONSULTATION 

Values 

The single most important value to be changed in any organization-de¬ 
velopment effort involving P-C concerns the relative attention given to 
task vs. human concerns. Most managers start with the value that the most 
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important concerns of management are efficient task performance 
primarily, and human relations secondarily (or as time permits). The 
problem for the process consultant is to change this value—make the 
manager feel that human relations and the management of interpersonal 
and group events is at least as important as immediate task performance. 
The logic behind this value is that for the manager his task can only be 
accomplished through other people; hence effective interpersonal relations 
become a prime means to the end of efficient task performance. 
Organizations in the end are nothing more than networks of human 
relationships. If these networks do not function effectively there is 
nothing with which to perform the tasks to be accomplished. 

A second value which has to be changed in any OD effort involving 
P-C concerns the relative attention given to the content of the work and 
the structure of the organization vs. the process by which work is done. 
Managers tend to focus much more on the content of decisions, 
interactions, and communications. They tend to devalue the importance of 
“personality,” of “feelings,” and of “how things are done,” or they 
attempt to dodge such process-related issues by perpetual redesign of the 
structure of the organization. The process consultant faces the problem of 
showing managers that processes in the organization follow patterns which 
can be studied and understood, and which have important consequences 
for organizational performance. Most importantly, processes can be 
rationally changed and adapted to increase the effectiveness of perfor¬ 
mance. Therefore, one should attempt to improve the organization 
through a joint consideration of the structure and of the processes of the 
organization. 

A third value concerns the relative attention given to short-run out¬ 
put vs. long-run effectiveness. Most managers feel that every hour of every 
day should be occupied with activities that have an immediate output. The 
process consultant knows from his experience that the diagnosis of 
interpersonal events often involves periods of slow and calm analysis which 
may at first appear to be a terrible waste of time. He must change the 
manager’s value system, so that he becomes tolerant of such periods, in the 
realization that the time invested in building effective interpersonal 
relations leads to much quicker and more effective ultimate task 
performance. 

A fourth value which the process consultant must inculcate is the 
acceptance of the need for perpetual diagnosis as an alternative to 
insistence on generalizations and principles by which to operate. It is my 
assumption that the rate of change in the environment (and, therefore. 
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within organizations) will increase, and that this in turn will require an 
increase in the organization’s ability to diagnose both the environment and 
itself. A principle may hold up for the next six months but may be invalid 
within a year. The manager must accept perpetual diagnosis of process as a 
way of life if he is to avoid obsolescence and organizational failure. 
Ideally, the manager would not merely accept this value grudgingly, but 
would discover that perpetual diagnosis can be fun and can lead to 
perpetually better day-to-day task performance. I am not advocating what 
so many managers seem to fear—that if they do too much diagnoas they 
will be unable to be decisive when an occasion demands it. I am advocating 
that decisions be made, within the time constraints imposed by the task 
requirements, but that they be made in terms of a diagnosis, however 
short, rather than a policy or general principle which may no longer have 
any validity. 

In summary, the process consultant attempts to change the manager’s 
attitudes and values in the direction of more concern for human problems, 
more concern for process issues, more concern for long-run effectiveness, 
and more concern for the diagnostic process itself as a way of achieving 
organizational adaptability. By implication, one major way in which to 
assess the results of a P-C effort is to gauge the degree to which these 
values have taken hold in key managers. Such an assessment cannot be 
made formally or through some kind of specific measuring tool. It must be 
made by the consultant through observation of the activities of managers 
in the organization, or by the managers themselves. 

Skills 

As I have been repeating endlessly throughout this volume, the most 
important skill to be imparted to the client is the ability to diagnose and 
work on his own problems in the interpersonal, group, and organizational 
area. Initially the process consultant has more knowledge and skill than 
the client. As the P-C effort progresses, he should be able to observe an 
increase in the knowledge and skill of the various managers who have been 
involved. One of the best indicators of the growth of such skills is the 
willingness of various groups or teams to tackle process-analysis periods or 
agenda-review periods by themselves. How willing are they to assign ^ 
observer role, and how skillful are they in picking out key group events, in 
sharing feelings, in reviewing group action? 

It should be clear that a willingness to eng^e in activities wMch 
initially have been the consultant’s reflects a change in values. Even if a 
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given manager were able to engage in more self-diagnostic processes, he 
might resist such an activity if none of the values cited above had changed. 
On the other hand, willingness reflecting a value change is not enough if 
there has not been a corresponding development of skill. 

The assessment of the skill of the client system in diagnosing and 
working on its own problems must, as in the case of values, be made by 
observations on the part of the consultant and/or by the client system 
itself. It is important that managers feel confident in solving their own 
problems, and solving them effectively. Even if the consultant doubts that 
the level of skill reached is sufficient, he must be prepared to back off if 
members of the client system themselves feel they are able to go ahead 
without his help. 

In Case A, considerable value change and skill growth occurred over 
the course of the first year. During this time I spent a great deal of time in 
two major activities: (1) sitting in on various meetings of the top-manage¬ 
ment group; and (2) conducting interview and feedback surveys of various 
key groups, as managers decided they wanted such interviews done. In 
addition there were periods of individual counseling, usually resulting from 
data revealed in the interviews. 

I have already given examples of the kinds of specific activities which 
occurred in the group meetings, interviews, and feedback sessions. It was 
clear that with increasing experience, the group was learning to tune in on 
its own internal processes (skill), was beginning to pay more attention to 
these and to give over more meeting time to analysis of interpersonal 
feelings and events (value change), and was able to manage its own agenda 
and do its diagnosis without my presence (skill). The group first discovered 
this from having to conduct some of its all-day meetings in my absence. 
Where such meetings used to be devoted entirely to work content, the 
group found that even in my absence they could discuss interpersonal 
process with profit. The members themselves described this change as one 
of “climate.” The group felt more open and effective; members felt they 
could trust each other more; information was flowing more freely; less 
time was being wasted on oblique communications or political infighting. 

During the second year, my involvement was considerably reduced, 
though I worked on some specific projects. The company had set up a 
committee to develop a management-development program. I was asked to 
sit in with this committee and help in the development of a program. After 
a number of meetings, it became clear to me that the kind of program the 
group needed was one in which the content was not too heavily 
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predetermined. The problems of different managers were sufficiently 
different to require that a formula be found for discussing the whole range 
of problems. One of the reflections of the value change which had taken 
place in the managers was their recognition that they should be prime 
participants in any program which they might invent. If a program was not 
exciting or beneficial enough to- warrant the committee’s time, it could 
hardly be imposed on the rest of the organization. 

We developed a model which involved a series of small-group 
meetings at each of which the group would set its own agenda. After 
every third meeting or so, a larger management group would be convened 
for a lecture and discussion period on some highly relevant topic. Once the 
first group (the committee plus others at the vice-president level) had 
completed six to eight meetings, each member of the original group would 
become the chairman for a group at the next lower level of the 
organization. These ten or so next-level groups would then meet for six to 
eight sessions around agenda items developed by themselves. In the 
meantime the lecture series would continue. After each series of meetings 
at a given organizational level, the model would be reassessed and either 
changed or continued at the next lower level with the previous members 
again becoming group chairmen. 

My role in this whole enterprise was, first, to help the group to invent 
the idea; second, to meet with the original group as a facilitator of the 
group’s efforts to become productive; third, to serve as a resource on 
topics to be covered and lecturers to be used in the lecture series; and 
fourth, to appear as an occasional lecturer in the lecture series or as a 
source of input at a small-group meeting. As this procedure took form, my 
involvement was gradually reduced, though I still meet with the original 
committee to review the overall concept. 

In recent months I have met occasionally with individual members of 
the original group and with the group as a whole. My function during these 
meetings is to be a sounding-board, to contribute points of view which 
might not be represented among the members, and to help the group assess 
its own level of functioning. I have been able to provide the group with 
some perspective on its own growth as a group because I could more easily 
see changes in values and skills. It has also been possible for the group to 
enlist my help with specific interpersonal problems. A measure of the 
growth of the group has been its ability to decide when and how to use my 
help, and to make those decisions validly from my point of view in terms 
of where I felt I could constructively help. 



128 PROCESS CONSULTATION 


In Company B, my participation was similar, but for a variety of 
reasons changes in the organization have occurred much more slowly. The 
top-management group has accepted many of the values at an intellectual 
level but has not really committed itself to trying to make them work. 
Some members of the group have worked much harder at this than others. 
At the level of ddll development, the group has experimented with a 
variety of techniques, such as having a member of the group be an observer 
and then report back. These activities have had a noticeable (though not a 
great) impact. Part of the problem in this company is that they have had 
to fight a number of traditions which are, in varying degrees, out of line 
with the kinds of values I have espoused. They have also faced a number of 
crises which required immediate action and which eroded efforts to 
concentrate on increasing diagnostic and interpersonal skills. 

In recent months I have continued to meet both with individuals and 
with the group as a whole. My activities involve counseling members of the 
group and keeping a gentle but firm pressure on members of the system to 
become more open, trusting, and, thereby, effective. Recently the group 
decided on its own to hold a two-day meeting at which some strong 
personal feelings were shared by members of the group. Though the 
experience was traumatic for one or two members, the feeling of most was 
that it had been constructive and they looked forward to more of the same 
at some later time. My role in the meantime is to help them to understand 
the emotional experience they have been through and show them how to 
turn it into a constructive experience. 

In Company D, I found the key group to be from the start relatively 
high in its acceptance of organization-development values and in its level 
of skill. After a dozen or so meetings the group and I reviewed the project 
and decided that for the moment nothing more was needed. As problems 
developed, the group would resume contact with me. Some months later 
the group had to be expanded because the whole division which was 
involved was to be expanded. With the expansion came some potential 
new problems. Because the diagnostic skill of the group was already high, I 
was called in again to make some plans for a longer meeting at which some 
of the new problems would be explored in depth. 

Process consultation is an emergent process and therefore it is 
difficult to put simple boundaries upon it. Similarly, it is difficult to give 
overall evaluations. One can look at gradual changes which occur in the 
culture of the client organization; one can look at the results of specific 
projects like an interview-feedback cycle; and one can assess the immediate 
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impact of an intervention in a group. But one cannot measure specific 
indicators, however much this might be desirable. In the end, the outcome 
of a period of process consultation must be judged jointly by members of 
the client system and the consultant. Both must make a judgment of 
whether to continue the relationship and in what manner to continue it. 
If, in the judgment of either party, there should be a reduction of 
involvement, how is this process accomplished? 


DISENGAGEMENT: REDUCING INVOLVEMENT 
WITH THE CLIENT SYSTEM 

The process of disengagement has, in most of my experiences, been 
characterized by the following features: 

1. reduced involvement is a mutually agreed upon decision rather than a 
unilateral decision by consultant or client; 

2. involvement does not generally drop to zero but may continue at a 
very low level; 

3. the door is always open from my point of view for further work with 
the client if the client desires it. 

Let me comment upon each of these points, and give some examples. 

1. Joint Decisions. In most of my consulting relationships there has come 
a time when either I felt that nothing more could be accompli^ed and/or 
some members of the client system felt the need to continue on their own. 
To facilitate a reduction of involvement, I usually check at intervals of 
several months to see whether the client feels that the pattern should 
remain as is or should be altered. In some cases where I have felt that a 
sufficient amount had been accomplished, I have found that the client did 
not feel the same way and wanted the relationship to continue on a 
day-a-week basis. In other cases, I have been confronted by the client, as in 
Company A, with the statement that my continued attendance in the 
operational group meetings was no longer desirable from his point of view. 
As the president put it, I was beginning to sound too much like a regular 
member to be of much use. I concurred in the decision and reduced my 
involvement to periodic all-day meetings of the group, though the 
initiative for inviting me remained entirely with the group. Had I not 
concurred, we would have negotiated until a mutually satisfactory 
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arrangement had been agreed upon. I have sometimes been in the situation 
of arguing that I remain fully involved even when the client wanted to 
reduce involvement, and in many cases I was able to obtain the client’s 
concurrence. 

The negotiation which surrounds a reduction of involvement is in fact 
a good opportunity for the consultant to diagnose the state of the client 
system. The kinds of arguments which are brought up in support of 
continuing (or terminating) provide a solid basis for determining how 
much value and skill change has occurred. The reader may feel that since 
the client is paying for services, he certainly has the right to make 
unilateral decisions about whether or not to continue these services. My 
point would be that if the consultation process has even partially achieved 
its goals, there should arise sufficient trust between consultant and client 
to enable both to make the decision on rational grounds. Here again, it is 
important that the consultant not be economically dependent upon any 
one client, or his own diagnostic ability may become biased by his need to 
continue to earn fees. 

2. Involvement Not Zero. If the client and consultant agree on a reduced 
involvement, it is important that both should recognize that this does not 
necessarily mean a complete termination. In fact, a complete termination 
is not desirable because the diagnosis on which reduced involvement is 
based may not be accurate enough to warrant termination. A more 
desirable arrangement is to drop the level to perhaps a half-day every three 
or four weeks, or attendance only at certain kinds of special meetings, or 
an interview with key members of the client system once every two or 
three months. Through this mechanism it is possible for the client and the 
consultant to reassess periodically how things are going. 

In Company B, there was a period where I felt that a plateau had 
been reached. At this point I suggested that I reduce my involvement to a 
half-day every other week, and even then only if specific individuals 
wanted to have some time to talk over problems with me. After a few 
months at this reduced level, a number of events made it more important 
than ever for the top management group to increase their level of 
effectiveness. The group decided to have more meetings and a^ed me to 
become reinvolved at an increased level. This decision was much easier to 
negotiate from a reduced involvement than it would have been from a 
situation where I had terminated the relationship completely. 

In my relationship with Company F, there are long periods where I 
do not pay any visits, but it is understood that as problems or issues come 
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Up the client is free to call on me with the expectation that I will respond 
positively. The only problem with this kind of arrangement is that it 
makes it difficult for the consultant to plan his time. Obviously if several 
clients decide to increase their involvement all at the same time, it may be 
impossible for the consultant to respond. If this occurs, the consultant has 
to be open about his dilemma and determine from the various clients 
whether or not they can wait for a month or so. I have found from 
experience that I can carry about four clients at any given time, with two 
of them being more active (one half-day every week), while two others are 
“dormant” (an occasional visit every three weeks to a month). 

3. Reinvolvement Is Always Possible. This point is closely related to the 
previous one, but I want to separate it to bring out a special aspect of the 
obligation of the process consultant. In any P- C consulting relationship 
with a client, I think the consultant should make it clear that the door is 
always open to further work once the relationship has begun. The reason 
for this obligation is that a good relationship with a consultant is difficult 
for a client to develop. Once both the consultant and the client have 
invested effort in building such a relationship it does not terminate 
psychologically even if there are prolonged periods of lack of contact. I 
have had the experience with a number of clients of not seeing them for 
many months and yet being able to tune in on the group very quickly once 
contact has been reestablished. 

As a general rule it should be the client who reestablishes contact, but 
I would not advocate sticking to this rigidly. I have, after some period of 
no contact, called a client and asked if I could talk with him to find out 
what was going on. In several cases such a call was welcomed and served as 
the basis for some additional counseling or process observation. The 
consultant must be careful not to violate his role by selling himself back to 
the client. It must be an honest inquiry which can comfortably be turned 
down by the client should he desire to do so. I have been turned down 
often enough to know that there is nothing inherent in the situation to 
force an artificial contact. Rather, it sometimes helps a client who wanted 
help anyway to ask for it in a face-saving way. 
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PROCESS CONSULTATION IN PERSPECTIVE 


As I look back over this book I realize that I have had several purposes in 
mind in writing it. First, I wanted to expound a model of the consultation 
process which, I believe, describes what the typical consultant does (or 
should do) in an organization-development effort. Many of the volumes in 
this series give an overview of organization development but do not give a 
detailed view of the consultant’s day-to-day operation. Second, I wanted 
to try to explain as clearly as I could what has gone on between me as a 
consultant and a number of clients I have had over the years. I have found 
that some of my colleagues have entertained some remarkable misconcep¬ 
tions about what I did when I went off to visit a company. I want to clear 
away some of these misconceptions. Third, I want to contribute to the 
general theory of organizational consultation by illustrating clearly one 
style of working with an organization. In view of the increasing amount of 
research and consultation in complex organizations, it is important to 
know clearly what one is doing. I hope I have clarified some of the issues 
by laying out the concept of process consultation. 

I should like to close this volume by making a few general comments 
about process consultation in relation to other kinds of activities, as a way 
of giving some perspective to this procedure. Process consultation, first of 
all, is a way of sUddying organizations. I believe very much in Lewin’s 
dictum: “If you want to understand something, try to change it.” Much of 
the consultant’s satisfaction comes from the combination of exercising a 
diagnostic and intervention skill while being constantly exposed to 
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organizational process from which he learns what goes on in organizations. 
This exposure has enriched and sharpened my teaching and research skills. 

One of my coUeagues asked me why I bothered to teach a very small 
number of managers elementary principles of psychology, when I could be 
writing research papers which would influence thousands. The first answer 
is that P-C is anything but the teaching of elementary psychology. For me 
it is a complex process of producing changes in the organization which are 
not achievable by any amount of good writing. The change process is one 
not merely of trananitting ideas, but of changing values and of teaching 
skills. I derive far more satisfaction from improving an organization’s 
effectiveness than I would from teaching a few managers some psychology 
which they might not know how to apply anyway. The second answer is 
that research which is done on organizations by people who do not get 
close to organizational processes has, to me, a kind of unreal quality about 
it—unreal because in focusing on concepts which are so far removed from 
the immediate experiences of members of the organization, one does not 
know how to generalize from the results. On the other hand, the kind of 
diagnosis which occurs when one conducts a series of mteiviews or 
observes groups in action brings organizational phenomena to life. The 
systematic reporting out of such data is undoubtedly of high value. 

The third, and, perhaps most important, answer is that my teaching 
would be sterile without the kind of “feel” one gets from close contact 
with organizations. I could, of course, periodically immerse myself 
completely, by taking a job in an organization. Apart from the fact that I 
would not like the dislocation involved, I am not sure that such a complete 
transition would be necessary to get the kind of feel I am talking about. 

The process consultant often operates in industry in much the same 
way a general practitioner does in medicine; he is, in a sense, an 
organizational internist The analogy holds if one thinks of the consultant 
as helping the organization to arrive at a diagnosis before deciding on some 
specialized treatment. The analogy breaks down, however, if one considers 
that the internist is the prime expert in the diagnosis. He runs tests, asks 
questions, pokes about, and then delivers a diagnosis and advice. The 
process consultant, in contrast, attempts to involve the organization in 
sc//-diagnosis and enables the organization to give itself sound advice. 

A better analogy is to think of the process consultant as a 
sociotherapist or as a T-group trainer, for a system which varies in size and 
composition from time to time. The concepts of “diagnosis” and “helpful 
intervention” derive directly from the concept of laboratory training. The 
major difference between helping a group and consulting for an oiganiza- 
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lies in the complexity of the task. To be an effective process 
-ultant, the person needs diagnostic and intervention skills which are 
; different from those used in a human-relations training group. The 
‘ess consultant does not have the environmental supports of a 
ratory; he cannot count on the intensive involvement that lab groups 
irate; he cannot even assume a commitment to learning comparable to 
of the lab participant. Through his own interventions, from an 
iguous power base, and in the midst of on-going work, he must build 
Ivement and commitment, and must gain acceptance for the im- 
;ance of looking at process. 

The sociotherapist model suggests itself if one considers that the 
'ultant is primarily dedicated to helping the system help itself in terms 
whatever pathology he may find there. Once an initial contract has been 
olished, the consultant must be prepared to work with whatever he 
s, and he must, like the individual therapist, be very careful not to 
;est things to the patient which will be misunderstood, not to give 
ce which will be resisted, and not to fall into the trap of thinking he is 
Xpert on that particular organization. All he is expert at is giving help, 
the other hand, the sociotherapist model also has limitations in that it 
:ests pathology. In my experience it is the healthy organization that 
ws enough to expose itself to help to ensure its future health. Sick 
mizations tend to resist the kind of help which process consultation 
Id perhaps offer them. 

As a final thought, I would like once again to contrast P-C with more 
dard kinds of consultation models. The standard model is one in which 
consultant gives expert advice on how to solve a particular problem 
:h the organization has identified: how to improve production 
duling, how to determine costs, how to obtain marketing information, 
to increase productivity, how to select and train certain kinds of 
onnel, etc. Even if initial work with the consultant leads to a 
finition of the problem, the consultant’s task remains the same: help 
dop an expert solution. 

The process model, in contrast, starts with the assumption that the 
mization knows how to solve its particular problems or knows how to 
help in solving them, but that it often does not know how to use its 
: resources effectively either in initial problem solution or in 
iementation of solutions. The process model further assumes that 
[equate use of internal resources or ineffective implementation result 
1 process problems. By this I mean that people fail to communicate 
ctively with each other, or develop mistrust, or engage in destructive 
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competition, or punish things which they mean to reward and vice versa, 
or fail to give feedback, and so on. 

The job of the process consultant is to help the organization to solve 
its own problems by making it aware of organizational processes, of the 
consequences of these processes, and of the mechanisms by which they 
can be changed. The process consultant helps the organization to learn 
from self-diagnosis and self-intervention. The ultimate concern of the 
process consultant is the organization’s capacity to do for itself what he 
has done for it. Where the standard consultant is more concerned about 
passing on his knowledge, the process consultant is concerned about 
passing on his skiQs and values. 
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APPENDIX 

SAMPLE THEORY MEMOS 



MEMO I SOME COMMENTS ON INTERNAL AUDITING 
AND CONTROL PROGRAMS 


A. Some Ideas Why Internal Auditing Is Seen As Nonhelpful or As a 
Source of Tension: 

1. Auditors often feel primary loyalty to auditing group rather than 
company as a whole; they tend, at times, to feel themselves outside of 
the organization. Managers, on the other hand, feel primary loyalty to 
organization. 

2. Auditors are typically rewarded for finding things wrong, less so 
for helping people get their work done. Managers, on the other hand, 
are rewarded for getting the job done, whether things were wrong or 
not. 

3. Auditors tend to be (a) perfectionists, and (b) focused on 
particular problems in depth. Managers, on the other hand, tend to be 
(a) **satisficers** rather than maximizers (they tend to look for 
workable rather than perfect or ideal solutions^ and (b) generalists, 
focusing on getting many imperfect things to work together toward 
getting a job done, rather than perfecting any one part of the job. 

4. The auditor’s job tempts him to evaluate the line operation and to 
propose solutions. The manager, on the other hand, wants descriptive 
(nonevaluative) feedback and to design his own solutions. 
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B. Some Possible Dysfunctional Consequences of Tension between Line 
Organization and Auditing Function: 

1. Members of the line organization tend to pay attention to doing 
well, primarily in those areas which the auditor measures, whether 
those are important to the organizational mission or not. 

2. Members of the line organization put effort into hiding problems 
and imperfections. 

3. Management tends to use information about their subordinates in 
an unintentionally punishing way by immediate inquiries which gives 
subordinates the feeling of having the boss on their back even while 
they are already correcting the problem. 

4. Members of the line organization are tempted to falsify and distort 
information to avoid punishment for being “found out,” and to avoid 
having their boss “swoop down” on them. 

5. Detailed information gathered by the auditing function tends to 
be passed too far up the line both in the auditing function and the line 
organization, making information available to people who are too far 
removed from the problem to know how to evaluate the information. 

C. Some Tentative Principles for the Handling of A uditing: 

1. Line involvement: The more the line organization is involved 
actively in decisions concerning (a) which areas of performance are to 
be audited, and (b) how the information is to be gathered and to 
whom it is to be given, the more helpful and effective the auditing 
function wiU be. 

2. Horizontal rather than vertical reporting: The more the auditing 
information is made available, first to the man with the problem 
(horizontal reporting), then to his immediate boss only if the problem is 
not corrected, and then only to higher levels in either the line or the 
auditing group if the problem is still not corrected, the more likely it 
is that auditing will be effective (because line organizations wiU be less 
motivated to hide or falsify information and less likely to feel 
punished). 

3. Reward for helping rather than policing: The more the managers 
in the auditing group reward their subordinates for being helpful 
(based on whether they are being perceived as helpful by the line) 
rather than being efficient in finding problem areas, the more effective 
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will be the auditing function.* (^Auditing people tend to be 
undertrained in how to use audit information in a helpful way; an 
appropriate reward system should be bolstered by training in how to 
give help.) 

4. Useful feedback: The more the auditing information is relevant to 
important operational problems, timely in being fed back as soon after 
problem discovery as possible, and descriptive rather than evaluative, 
the more useful it wiil be to the line organization. 



MEMO II ORGANIZATION 


1. The organization (any organization) can be thought of as having the 
following components: 

A. Permanent Systems 

Examples: product lines, product groups, manufacturing, finance, 
sales, executive committee 

B. Temporary Systems 

Examples: task forces, review committees, ad hoc problem-solving 
groups 

C. Coordinating Systems (may or may not be permanent) 

Examples: project groups which deliberately cut across product 
lines (e.g., standardization group); production engineering groups 
which coordinate between some product group and manufacturing; 
committees charged with functional responsibilities (e.g., engi¬ 
neering committee, salary committee, etc.) 

This kind of classification focuses on the issue of whether you put any 
given function or group, like marketing, engineering, programming, etc., 
into a permanent, temporary, or coordinating role. 

The other point about the classification is the identification of 
weakness in the product line organization as the permanent system, and 
then the strengthening of the total organization by building appropriate 
temporary and coordinating systems to offset the weaknesses. For 
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example, if lack of standardization is one of the weaknesses of the product 
line organization, you build special groups to worry about this, but they 
can be temporary groups. 

The basic long-range question, then, is what kind of temporary 
and/or coordinating systems you need in order to make the product line 
organization work well. 



MEMO III EROSION OF RATIONALITY: ONE HAZARD 

OF INTERNAL COMPETITION ON PRODUCT PLANNING 


1. One major alleged gain of competition is that it increases motivation 
to win. There is nothing in the ethic of competition, however, that 
guarantees rationality or concern for high quality (unless you can assume 
that you need rationality and quality in order to win, an assumption which 
is often untenable). 

2. A second major alleged gain of competition is that several independent 
problem-solvers may produce better solutions than those same problem- 
solvers working together. 

3. A major hazard of competition is that, in the desire to win for one’s 
product, one may begin to exaggerate the virtues of one’s own product 
and exaggerate the weaknesses of the competing product. If two or more 
competitors each begin this process of subtle distortion, it becomes harder 
and harder to determine the true strengths and weaknesses of each 
product. 

4. A second major haa^ard of competition is that in the process of selling 
one s own product solution one becomes emotionally committed to it. 
This commitment is one reason for the tendency to ex^gerate (mentioned 
above). A further problem with commitment and loyalty based on 
competition is that it creates an attack-defense type of interaction. One is 
either selling, advocating, or defending. These types of interaction do not 
necessarily lead to effective problem-solving because they force both 
advocate and defender to play up only the good things in his project and 
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to try to hide the weaknesses. In other words, a debate does not encourage 
true, open communication. Yet can you solve problems rationally without 
true, open communications? 

5. If during the process of competition one or more parties become 
personally threatened (Le., their own job is threatened by the product 
decision), the danger arises that the mXtTproduct competition becomes an 
isxteipersonal competition. If this happens, it becomes harder to make a 
rational product decision because it implies rqecting one person, not 
merely one plan. The issue is not whether this is actually true, but whether 
or not the participants/ee/ it to be true. 

6. Once competition becomes inXetpersonal, participants increasiiigly 
become motivated to play politics and win by behind-the-scenes lobbying, 
undercutting the adversary, hiding information, making the other person 
look bad, etc. Once competition gets to this stage, it is very hard to undo, 
to get people to work together collaboratively. 

7. How can these negative features be avoided while still gaining the 
advantages of competition? 

A. Be aware of the haaards. 

B. Thmk through at what point to switch from competition to 
collaboration before the competitive process has undermined ration¬ 
ality. 

C. Agree beforehand at what point you will switch from competition 
to collaboration. Don’t wait until you see the negative symptoms. By 
that time it may aheady be too late. 

D. Make sure everyone knows the ground rules and is willing to play 
the game that way. 

E. Keep checking people’s feelings, as to whether they are beginning 
to feel threatened or not. BuiM this kind of checking into meeringa 
Don’t let it become merely “conversation around the water-cooler.” 

F. Learn to be flexible; be able to switch back and forth from 
competition to coUaboration and use each strategy when appropriate. 
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